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Introduction

There are only a few sites on our planet where a detailed record of human habitation in a single place can be traced over thousands of years. Time usually destroys not only human remains but the traces of the food people ate, the tools they fashioned, the artistry and skill with which objects were made, and clues as to how and why artifacts were crafted. And this valuable information is particularly scarce in North America. Alternating chapters of this book present events occurring at one of two time periods: recent and prehistoric.

The prehistoric narratives explore the lives of the earliest people to arrive in Florida, roaming hunter-gatherers who discovered the springs about 13,000 years ago and revisited them for thousands of years. The mineral-charged spring water sustained Florida’s earliest human population in dry times and preserved their bones and artifacts for thousands of years. These tales are fictional but based on the knowledge we have gained in our studies of Florida’s first people. Some liberties have been taken with the architecture of the springs in the fictional tales.

The second time period is recent and factual. Often outrageously stranger than fiction, it follows recent events in the history of the springs—the remarkable people who dived in the deep water-filled holes and put together the picture of human lifeways beginning more than 10,000 years ago at the end of the Pleistocene era. DNA analysis by world-renowned Svante Pääbo revealed that these First Floridians were not closely related to the Native Americans living in North America today.

In 1992, Florida legislative funding administered through Florida State University for archaeological exploration at Warm Mineral Springs was cut off and the research project ended. In 2012 the University of Miami/Rosenstiel School of Marine and Atmospheric Science, in an administration directive by a new dean, discontinued support for research and fund-raising for a research and education center at Little Salt Spring. Little underwater research has been conducted at either spring since those dates. This book tells the story of the triumph and tragedy of these two unique archaeological sites and the secrets still hidden in the springs.
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A Bison’s Downfall

16,300 Years Ago

It was ten minutes after two, on what would later be called a Tuesday, 16,300 years ago. The hot Florida sun shone on a wide plain covered with grass and drought-tolerant palmettos. The predictable afternoon thunderstorms bringing welcome relief from the heat would not arrive for thousands of years. A bull bison with horns measuring seven feet from tip to tip grazed quietly some distance from the rest of the herd, unaware of the danger lurking beneath his feet. Only the crunch of his grazing broke the vast silence. No human ear heard it; Homo sapiens had not yet reached the peninsula of Florida. Sensing rather than hearing a faint rumble, the bison jerked his head on full alert. As the ground began to tremble, he looked around at the rest of his herd; heads were up and all were looking in his direction. The sound grew, the herd fled, and the old bison attempted to follow. Instead of escaping on the flat plain, he found himself running up a grade that became steeper every second. The depression trapping him widened and deepened in the sandy soil, sending clumps of tough grasses sliding toward its center. Subsurface rocks were exposed. The hole grew ravenous as the 1,600-pound beast began to slide toward the center of the crater. More cracks radiated from the sinking center and spread hundreds of feet with frightening speed. Abruptly, a huge circle of terrain dropped out of sight. The mid-afternoon calm gave way to a mounting roar as monstrous clouds of dust rose. For a time, gigantic splashes echoed from the water far below, inside the newly formed sinkhole. They faded to faint splashes made by the drowning bison.


[image: Variation in Florida shorelines about 14,000 and 5,000 years ago. Courtesy of Hermann Trappman.]
Variation in Florida shorelines about 14,000 and 5,000 years ago. Courtesy of Hermann Trappman.



A second sinkhole, located 1.9 miles away, would expose itself a thousand years later as the exhausted ice age released its grip on the world’s oceans. Water levels fluctuated wildly throughout Southwest Florida, and both sinkholes filled with water moving through Florida’s porous karst foundation and became springs. Florida’s first people—the Paleoindian tribes more than 12,000 years ago—followed by the early to middle Archaic people 6,000 to 8,000 years ago—would visit these springs and leave behind traces: a deer antler carefully scratched twenty-seven times, a fully preserved wooden spear penetrating the cooked remains of an extinct tortoise, a non-returning boomerang—even the preserved brain matter of a 10,000-year-old man carefully buried beneath the ledge of the hourglass-shaped sinkhole. Thanks to the remarkable preservative properties of the two springs, these early settlers left behind some of the nation’s earliest evidence of occupation from a time difficult to imagine, predating writing by 6,000 years and the rise of the Egyptian empire by 8,000 years. Little is known about where these first people came from or how they lived. The facts are these: There was no pottery. This profoundly affected their ability to cook, and limited their ability to store and transport both water and solids. There was no bow and arrow technology, no mining, smelting, or forging of any metal. In Southwest Florida, there was little hard, flakeable stone like chert, essential in the making of knives and projectile points. Pine resin, one of the few widely available glues, was not very effective. Unlike today, Florida possessed few sweet fruits and no citrus, apples, or pears, although red mulberries, blueberries, grapes, and blackberries were around. And on the dry savannah of Pleistocene Florida, there was no barley, corn, wheat, or rye.


[image: Stages in sinkhole.]
Stages in sinkhole.




[image: Some of the animals that roamed the prairies 12,000 years ago.]
Some of the animals that roamed the prairies 12,000 years ago.



Twelve thousand years later a succession of remarkable people—amateurs and scientists, all adventurers in the embryonic field of underwater archaeology—would explore, uncover, destroy, and preserve numerous unique objects. They worked together in tight, dark places, described as swimming in “chocolate mousse,” where cooperation was essential for survival. They lectured and wrote about the importance of what they were finding, and sometimes physically threatened their competitors. One incorporated 10,000-year-old bones into his fireplace; another saw his discoveries featured on the cover of Science magazine, and shortly thereafter was convicted of murder.

Florida’s first people, the Paleoindians, arrived at the springs 12,000 years ago. The spring site at that time stood 200 feet higher than today’s sea level and to the west sloped gradually for 120 miles before reaching the salty waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Ice still covered one-third of the world’s surface and retained more than 70 percent of



[image: The giant 1,600-pound extinct Bison latifrons that roamed the plains of North America during the Pleistocene era.]




[image: Saber-tooth cat mandible and saber tooth.]




[image: Mammoth tooth. Mammoths had four teeth. When teeth became worn down they cut new ones.]
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Epilogue: 2020

For those eager to discover more secrets of the springs, silence sang loudly throughout most of the 2010s. No one was sure they wanted responsibility for a national treasure that lacked an adequate dowry. But thanks to local government and local support, the springs are like orphaned children assigned to foster care: safe, but faced with an uncertain future. One spring maintains a public profile where mineral water–worshiping swimmers dog-paddle their way over the most delicate secrets of mankind’s coming to the Americas. Its sister spring, with a history of thousands of years, remains hidden in vegetation—vegetation dense enough to fend off developers, baseball diamonds, and fun-loving Floridians eager to improve the property. The potential for a critical discovery that challenges current scientific thought always lingers. Deep beneath the placid waters of both Little Salt Spring and Warm Mineral Springs, evidence of the settling of the Americas 12,000 years ago may reside. Perhaps we can entertain possibilities beyond Columbus and his three tiny ships, or the ferocity of the Vikings, to a time when Wild Eyes or Tale Teller walked the sandy trails of Florida. Or, more modestly, the twin springs may open the way for modern man to fully appreciate those who came before. Perhaps we can understand the complexity of the people who lived in a time of dire wolves and mastodons and giant tortoises.


[image: Aerial of Little Salt Spring showing the archaeological compound and the spring pond with the diving platform. Courtesy of John Gifford with permission.]
Aerial of Little Salt Spring showing the archaeological compound and the spring pond with the diving platform. Courtesy of John Gifford with permission.



For more than fifteen years, serious scientific inquiry has been absent from the springs while work continued elsewhere in Florida’s rich sites. In 2016 a Washington Post headline declared, “Ancient tools and bone found in Florida could help rewrite the story of the first Americans.” The location of this discovery was Florida’s Aucilla River, south of Tallahassee. The evidence from the well-known Page-Ladson site was man-made tools and the long grooves made in bones by those tools. To date the discoveries, researchers analyzed twigs in fossilized mastodon dung, finding them to be 14,500 years old. This discovery alone will not push back the time of the founding of the Americas, but in combination with other sites answers can be found. Few locations possess the secrets of the springs in such abundance as the sister springs in Sarasota County.


[image: For safety, the deep, central sinkhole is cordoned off from the shallow area of the Warm Mineral Springs pool.]
For safety, the deep, central sinkhole is cordoned off from the shallow area of the Warm Mineral Springs pool.




The city of North Port purchased Sarasota County’s interest in Warm Mineral Springs in September 2014 for $2.75 million. North Port has contracted with National and State Park Concessions, Inc. to operate the natural spring and its facilities. The city of North Port will receive 100 percent of the proceeds from admission sales. The management company will receive $49,590 each month for operation of the site. Little Salt Spring continues to be owned by the county of Sarasota.
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