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and searches for a something to eat, a field mouse or a rabbit. At the 
spring, the crystal clear waters bubble out of the earth forming a 
pool with a shallow sandy shoreline, then flowing off to the east 
toward the mighty river. An otter family plays and fishes in the 
cool flowing stream. Along the shore tan -skinned children run and 
splash, dive and swim, laugh and play. Under the shade of a large 
oak a woman is washing and cutting squash, native plants, and 
fruits in a bowl while her husband works his way along the shore-
line in search of fish for a family meal.  
 

Iõve let my imagination take me back to what it might have been 
like at Salt Springs 10,000 years ago during the Archaic period. But 
the above paragraph could very well be describing a visit to Salt 
Springs today, summer of 2010. Yes, we enjoy very similar activities 
at the springs today as our ancestors did so long ago. While so 

much has changed and 
evolved much remains the 
same. Letõs hope that fu-
ture generations will have 
the same opportunity to 
experience the natural 
beauty of The Ocala. 
 

Ray Willis is the District 
Archeologist Ocala Na-
tional Forest. He joined the 
United States  Forest Ser-
vice in The Ocala in 1988. 
Prior to that he worked on 
various projects in The 
Ocala while in graduate  

The Ocala consists of some 383,000 cen-
tral Florida acres lying between the Ock-
lawaha and St. Johns Rivers. The central 
sandhill ridge slopes east and west to the 
lowlands of the rivers. There are five 
main ecosystems consisting of sand pine 
scrub (worldsõ largest continuous forest 
of this type), longleaf pine sandhills, 
lakes/ponds/prairies, pine flatwoods, 
and riverine hardwoods. The vast water 
resources include over 600 lakes, numer-
ous streams and four major springs 
(Juniper Springs, Salt Springs, Silver 
Glen, and Alexander Springs). The clear 
cool spring water bubbles from the aqui-
fer at an average year round temperature 
of 72 degrees.   
 

Archeologists trace the human activity 
through fossil and artifact evidence back 
over 10,000 years to the Paleo-Indian pe-
riod .  
 

These nomadic tribes were  primarily 
hunters.By 7,000 BC (known as the Ar-
chaic period) the  
tribes settled on  

the banks of the  
rivers and springs,  
becoming  
hunter -gathers. 

Website: http://www.floridablackbearscenicbyway.org/ 

Ocala National Forest ð Back to the Future  

A Brief History of the Forest  

Text and photos by Tom Rose  

It is a typical summer morning at Salt 
Springs in the Ocala National Forest. The 
great orange ball of fire that we call the 
sun has risen out of the great ocean to 
the east and is rapidly warming the Flor-
ida peninsula.  Over head a hawk circles 

school at the University of Florida. Ray 
knows the forest and forest history like 
no other. I met with Ray at the Seminole 
District Ranger headquarters in Umatilla 
and he gave me a 1-hour history lesson 
on the past 10,000 years. 

Ray Willis, District Archeologist 
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The rivers and streams were the highways of the time 
providing easy travel through the dense forest. They 
hunted deer and gathered snails and other shellfish. 
They left numerous large shell middens near their 
camps, most of which were destroyed when the shell be-
came an easily acquired source of roadbed material for 
early Florida roads. The remaining middens provide a 
great source for archeological study. The human inhabi-
tants of the forest continued to develop a more advanced 
lifestyle. In 1,000 AD they were using pottery, farming, 
and conducting burial ceremonies. The arrival of the 
European explorers in the 1500s and the resulting war-
fare and disease resulted in the demise of these early Flo-
ridians. As the English and Spanish explored and settled 
Florida Native American tribes from the North (the 
Creeks) moved into the peninsula. In the 1800s to early 
1900s the forest was influenced by the development of 
the citrus, turpentine, tourism, and logging industries. 
By 1900 The Ocala had become the land that nobody 
wanted, clear cut of all usable timber, a dry sandy soil 
unsuitable for most agriculture. This made it available 
for President Teddy Roosevelt who seized the opportu-
nity in 1908 and created The Ocala National Forest, the 
first National Forest east of the Mississippi.  
 

As the District Archeologist, Ray Willis has the responsi-
bility for the protection and preservation of areas, items, 
and structures of archeological or historical significance. 
Examples are structures built in the 1930s by the Civilian 

Conservation Corps 
like the Juniper 
Springs mill house 
and the stone monu-
ments on SR 40 built 
in 1933 to mark the  
boundaries of the Na-
tional Game Refuge as 
proclaimed by Presi-
dent Franklin Roose-
velt. It is interesting to 
note that one of these 
monuments is errone-

ously marked. The marker on the north side of SR 40, 
west of SR 19 has the shields reversed, telling those 
òenteringó that they are òleavingó and vice versa.   
 

Ray must closely monitor any construction in the Forest.  
 

The recent rebuilding of the concrete wall at Salt 
Springs required working with archeologists from the 
University of Florida and Penn State University to re-
move and preserve artifacts. When the construction 
work revealed prehistoric artifacts, work was stopped 
so that excavation could take place.    
 

Dr. Mike Russo, a National Park Service archeologist 
and Dr. Ken Sassaman, associate professor of archeol-
ogy at the University of Florida and a group of UF 
graduate students carefully worked the shoreline. They 
collected over 100 buckets of waterlogged artifacts in-
cluding wood, tools, and shells which went to a labora-
tory for preservative treatment, and seeds, plants, fruits, 
and vegetables which went to Penn State University for 
further study.  
 

The constantly wet soil near the spring provides an out-
standing medium to preserve material for thousands of 
years that would normally deteriorate in just a year or 
so. This discovery tells us how these archaic Indians 
lived 7,000 years ago, traveling the waterways in dug-
out canoes, making tools, spear points, and axes of 
stone and shell. Their diet included fish, shellfish, meat, 
fruits, and vegetables. 
 

Weõve inherited a treasure, passed on to us from the 
earliest Floridians through many generations to the pre-
sent. It is ours to use, enjoy, and share. It is also our re-
sponsibility to use it in such a way as to protect and pre-
serve it for future generations. And it is for the dedi-
cated professionals like U.S. Forest Service Archeologist 
Ray Willis to guide and show us the way.  


