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Take a drive through a residential neighborhood in 
Pensacola, and you might expect to see a school bus, 

neighbors walking their dogs or, at the right time of year, the 
occasional stray Mardi Gras beads. 

On Oct. 2, 2015, Tom Garner, a former UWF archaeology student, took such a 
drive, but what he saw was far from ordinary. 

What Garner saw in the dirt piqued his interest because of the neighborhood’s 
location near two Spanish colonial shipwrecks in Pensacola Bay. The ships were 
part of a colonization effort led by Don Tristán de Luna y Arellano in 1559, and 
many have suspected this area could hold additional clues about the expedition. 

When he saw what appeared to be fragments of pottery, Garner contacted the 
UWF archaeology lab to explain his findings.

BY AMY MINCHIN

KATHERINE SIMS, a UWF graduate 
assistant for the Florida Public 
Archaeology Network, examines 
the wall of a shovel test in order to 
document the stratigraphy.
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“It’s hard to believe 
that this opportunity is 
finally here. Not only 
do we know where the 
site is, but now we get 
to explore it.”
—Dr. John Worth, Associate 
Professor of Historical 
Archaeology

1. Sherd of incised Native  
American pottery

2. Sherd of Columbia Plain majolica 
3. Sherd of graphite black on red 

Aztec tradition pottery
4. Wrought iron nail 

5. Neck sherd of early style  
Spanish olive jar 

6. Punctated rim sherd of Native 
American pottery

7. Sherd of Spanish lead   
glazed coarse

8. Glass trade beads including 
seven-layer faceted chevron 
beads, and one tubular   
Nueva Cadiz Twisted bead

9. Caret-head nail

UNCOVERING THE EVIDENCE
With permission from the property own-

er, UWF initiated surface collections at the 
neighborhood site, and Dr. John Worth, 
associate professor of historical archaeol-
ogy, began to examine the artifacts at the 
lab. Since then, he, in conjunction with Dr. 
Elizabeth Benchley, director of the UWF ar-
chaeology program and senior administra-
tor of the project, along with the Archaeol-
ogy Institute staff and the laboratory team, 
led by Jan Lloyd have been working tire-
lessly to find out more.

Worth, an expert on the Spanish colo-
nial era in the Southeastern United States, 
Worth confirmed the identification of sev-
eral items, including a large fragment of Co-
lumbia Plain majolica pottery, which dates 
to the mid-16th century. 

“What we saw in front of us in the lab was 
an amazing assemblage of mid-16th cen-
tury Spanish colonial period artifacts,” said 
Worth. “These items were very specific to 
this time period.”

A collection of archived Spanish docu-
ments first published in 1928, “The Luna Pa-
pers,” had led many – including Worth – to 
believe this general vicinity was where Luna 
and his crew of 1,500 had settled. Named 
Santa Maria de Ochuse, the colony lasted 
two years after a hurricane destroyed much 
of Luna’s fleet and food supply just five 

weeks after the sailors arrived from Mexico.
“People have looked for this site for a 

long time,” said Worth, noting UWF ar-
chaeologists and others had done fieldwork 
at this site in the past, but their findings 
were less conclusive.

The surface collections provided a dense 
concentration of artifacts unlike others 
from the region. In addition to early Span-
ish ceramics, Worth identified six glass 
trade beads dating to the early and mid-16th 
century and caret-headed iron nails similar 
to ones found from a 1540-1542 Coronado 
expedition in New Mexico but not seen in 
post-1565 Florida colonies.

“The clincher for the Luna expedition in 
particular is the discovery of a number of 
sherds of Aztec tradition pottery at the site, 
which have also been found on one of the 
nearby Luna shipwrecks, matching the pres-
ence of some 200 Mexican Indians brought 
as warriors and craftsmen on the Luna ex-
pedition, but who were not part of any other 
mid-16th century Spanish exploratory expe-
dition to the region,” Worth explained.

These monumental findings represent 
the earliest multi-year European settlement 
ever archaeologically identified in the Unit-
ed States. The Luna settlement predated the 
Spanish settlement in St. Augustine, Florida, 
by six years, and the English settlement in 
Jamestown, Virginia, by 48 years. Thanks to 
continued cooperation from neighborhood 

residents, further investigation of the Luna 
settlement site is under way, with Worth 
serving as principal investigator. 

“It’s hard to believe that this opportunity 
is finally here,” said Worth. “Not only do we 
know where the site is, but now we get to 
explore it.

“This project is a wonderful culmination 
of all the documentary and archaeological 
work I’ve been doing relative to colonial 
Spanish Florida for the past 30 years.”

Worth began documentary work specific 
to Luna in the 1990s. “Even though I’ve had 
my eye on various possible candidates for 
the terrestrial Luna settlement for a num-
ber of years, including the actual site of the 
recent discovery, I honestly never dared to 
hope that the site would be identified dur-
ing my career, and even less that I might get 
the opportunity to spearhead the project to 
explore Luna’s settlement,” he said. “This is 
definitely one of those ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ 
types of discoveries, and one that is both ex-
citing and daunting at the same time.”

The settlement is believed to have 
stretched across approximately 10 neigh-
borhood blocks, according to Dr. Benchley. 
She estimates fieldwork could last at least 
two years.

In order to protect the neighborhood 
and the integrity of the site, UWF does not 
plan to disclose the exact location of the 
Luna settlement. 
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Background: Map of Atlantic Ocean from Portolan atlas of 9 charts and a world map, etc. Dedicated to 
Hieronymus Ruffault, Abbot of St. Vaast. Contributors: Agnese, Battista, active 16th century, ca. 1544.
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Under Worth’s direction, 
UWF students will have the 
opportunity to take part in 
archaeological fieldwork at 
the Luna settlement site. Over 
the course of this summer, 
10-week field schools will 
allow both graduate and 
undergraduate students 
to work alongside the 
University’s professional 
archaeologists in uncovering 
additional evidence. These 
experiential learning courses 
allow the students to gain 
valuable skills necessary for 
employment or further study.

HANDS-ON HISTORY
Under Worth’s direction, UWF students 

will have the opportunity to take part in 
archaeological fieldwork at the Luna settle-
ment site. Over the course of this summer, 
10-week field schools will allow both gradu-
ate and undergraduate students to work 
alongside the University’s professional ar-
chaeologists in uncovering additional evi-
dence. These experiential learning courses 
allow the students to gain valuable skills 
necessary for employment or further study.

Ultimately, through field schools and 
lab work, Worth says the researchers hope 
to answer questions such as “Who exactly 
were the Luna soldiers and settlers, from 
Spaniards to Mexican Indians to African 
slaves?” and “What did they bring with them 
on the colonial expedition?” as well as “How 
did the settlers survive after the loss of their 
food supplies in the 1559 hurricane?”

In nearby Pensacola Bay, maritime field-
work is ongoing at the site of the two wrecked 
ships from the Luna expedition thanks to 
a grant from the Florida Division of His-
torical Resources. The UWF archaeology 
program has studied the two shipwrecks, 
named Emanuel Point I and Emanuel Point 
II, since their respective discoveries in 1992 
and 2006. 

“The shipwrecks have provided tremen-
dous insight into the nature of the machin-
ery that brought Spain to the New World 
and how they operated this entire vast em-
pire,” Worth said. “In terms of understand-
ing who they were after coming to the New 
World, archaeology at the terrestrial site 
will provide us that window.”

This summer students in one field 
school section will be able to split time 
between the Luna settlement site and the 
shipwrecks. “I can’t think of a more excit-
ing field school opportunity for students,” 
said Dr. John R. Bratten, who serves as 
co-principal investigator, excavation and 
artifact conservation of Emanuel Point II. 
“Also, the identification of the Luna settle-
ment site confirms to us we should contin-
ue to search for additional ships.”

Four more shipwrecks from Luna’s expe-
dition are believed to be in the Bay, he said.

Artifacts from the first Luna ship discov-

ered, Emanuel Point I, can be viewed by 
the public at the UWF Archaeology Insti-
tute, located near the main entrance to the 
Pensacola campus. The T.T. Wentworth Jr. 
Florida State Museum in Downtown Pen-
sacola houses the ship’s anchor. 

More recently discovered Luna artifacts 
will be displayed in the future, although it’s 
unclear when, as laboratory analysis and the 
preservation process can last many years.

PENSACOLA IN THE SPOTLIGHT 
Ultimately, the historical significance of 

the artifacts and the confirmed location of 
Santa Maria de Ochuse could hold tremen-
dous value for Pensacola.

“St. Augustine has certainly received a 
lot of attention as the oldest, continuously 
occupied colonial town in the U.S., and de-
servedly so,” Benchley said. “However, the 
Pensacola Luna colony was established ear-
lier. We are pleased to have finally found its 
location and will work toward getting the 
recognition that Pensacola deserves.

“The Spanish returned to Pensacola 
in 1698, and people of European descent 
have continuously occupied the area since 
that time,” she added. “Even this later date 
makes Pensacola the longest, continuously 
occupied European settlement on the U.S. 
Gulf Coast.”

The discovery of the Luna settlement 
site has already received worldwide atten-
tion. To name a few, outlets such as the New 
York Times and the San Francisco Chron-
icle published an Associated Press article 
about UWF’s archaeology work. El País, 
the highest-circulation daily newspaper in 
Spain, sent reporters to Pensacola to cover 
the story, as well.

“I consider myself very fortunate to be 
part of such an amazing team of scholars and 
students here at UWF,” Worth said. “I have 
every confidence that we’ll be making many 
amazing discoveries about Luna’s settle-
ment over the coming years.”   

With knowledge of Pensacola’s past 
evolving as archaeological research contin-
ues, it seems that the Luna voyage still holds 
promise for the area centuries later.


