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INTERVIEWER: You’re writing for white people. Are you aware of that?

JAMES BALDWIN: I’m writing for people, baby. No. I don’t believe in “white people.” I don’t believe in “Black people” either, for that matter. But I know the difference between being Black and white at this time.

—Paris, 1970

God made all of us, and we all came from one woman… we hope we shall not quarrel; that we will talk until we get through.

—Holata Micco, 1834







Personae Notabiles


	MICANOPY, Chief of the Seminole Nation

	ABRAHAM, Black Seminole chief, Micanopy’s Sense Bearer and Interpreter

	JUMPER, powerful chief allied with the Seminoles, known as “the Lawyer”

	ANDREW JACKSON, seventh president of the United States

	THOMAS JESUP, U.S. Quartermaster General, Commander of the Army of the South

	ABIAKA, Miccosukee chief, influential war leader, also known as Sam Jones

	OSCEOLA, vocal warrior and enforcer, loyal to the Miccosukee tribe







Inciting Events


	March 10, 1818: U.S. troops led by Andrew Jackson invade Spanish Florida, attacking Native forces and pressuring Spain to relinquish the territory.

	February 22, 1821: The Adams–Onís Treaty cedes Florida to the United States. Jackson will assume the role of the territory’s first governor.

	September 18, 1823: The United States and the Florida Indians agree on terms confining them to a reservation in the interior in return for livestock, rations, and $5,000 annually for twenty years.

	May 28, 1830: President Jackson signs the Indian Removal Act into law, setting the stage to displace tribes to the west of the Mississippi River.

	December 1, 1833: Jackson’s pick to facilitate the Seminoles’ removal, Wiley Thompson, arrives as the new Indian Agent at Fort King, Florida.

	November 24, 1834: Duncan Clinch assumes leadership of U.S. military operations in Florida.

	February 16, 1835: Jackson mandates the removal of all Native people in the peninsula.







Prelude

The writer Zora Neale Hurston was working in Florida as a folklorist, in the 1930s, when she recorded the tale about the man with the unusual name. “Uncle Monday,” locals said, was “a great African medicine man” of the crocodile clan that practiced kinship with the fierce reptiles. Soon after he was stolen from his home and forced to America, he escaped from “Georgia or South Carolina and made his way down into the Indian country which is now Florida.” He and others settled among the Seminoles—this was the 1830s, “the days of that haughty Osceola”—and when the white men attacked, he led the “Indian-negro forces” in battle. They “fought as fiercely as the best,” but were overcome, in the end, by greater numbers and weaponry.

Uncle Monday and the survivors met in the woods near Blue Sink Lake, to debate and decide what to do. He explained to the people what the deities had revealed: that continued warfare would be of no use. Still, the medicine man vowed that he would never yield to enslavement or death at the hands of the invaders. He promised that he would change himself into an alligator, and that he would reunite with his reptilian kin in the Blue Sink until the trouble was over. When the fighting was done, he would emerge and once again walk the earth in peace. And so there was a ceremony on the banks of the Blue Sink, where the people drummed African and Indian beats on their instruments.

As Uncle Monday danced, he began to shift in form. His face turned “longer and very terrible,” his limbs shortened, his skin grew dense and rough, and his voice “came like thunder.” His roar echoed over the Blue Sink, and in reply a bass chorus rumbled like distant shock waves, and a thousand alligators surged forth from the lake in two columns. Uncle Monday was now the largest of the reptiles, and he strode regally through their lines and “glided majestically into the water.” Bellowing all together, the legion of alligators plunged after him. It was said that he lived on in the Blue Sink Lake for many years, and that every so often, he would transform back into a man and roam the land, and cast his spells on the people.

The true story behind the legend is what follows.





I





1The Functionary

Not everything in Wiley Thompson’s life was unpleasant. The site of his impending death, at least, was beautiful. He spent most of 1835 in the outback below a picturesque hillock, surrounded by pristine forest in what is today north-central Florida. To the northwest, a tangled and primordial thicket flourished. An open pine grove stretched south. Beyond gentle slopes, lush woods extended as far as the eye could view.

Thompson lived and worked in a spacious log building known as the Seminole Agency house. It was likely built on limestone piers, with a tall roof and grand porches. Its rooms would have been well lit by dormer windows of rare sash glass and floored by plank wood, which was difficult to obtain in the interior so far from the sawmills.

He had reason to feel secure and protected. Above the Agency house, a hundred yards away, Fort King’s sentinels scanned the area. Under a flagpole where thirteen stripes and twenty-four stars rippled in the breeze, over two hundred armed troops busied themselves in the barracks, mess hall, and ammunition and weapons depots.

The soldiers had access to basic amenities and comforts. A blacksmith forged nails. Surgeons tended to the sick. The sutler, who sold goods, was well stocked in beer and even champagne. Officers bathed in a fresh spring where the waters were as “soft as a lady’s hand,” and bedrocks glittered clearly far below, and even the fish glided idly.

The fort was as agreeable as Thompson could have possibly hoped. His problems were not rooted in where he was stationed. The headaches came with the job itself.

The U.S. government did not send the fifty-three-year-old to the hinterlands simply to evict Native Americans from their homes. The government had sent Thompson to the Florida Territory to force Native Americans from their homes as cheaply as possible.

Removal without war. That was the goal.

Treaties were trifles compared to armies and bullets. Treaties could be printed in newspapers so that citizens knew it was all super fair and aboveboard. Thompson was the guy hired to grin and shake hands. He spent late March 1835 in meetings with Seminole chiefs and other leaders, encouraging their imminent departure, and futzing over logistics. Transporting an estimated three to five thousand Indigenous people west of the Mississippi involved tons of paperwork. He was a man of forms and procedures.

For six months, his lithe, graying figure—he not only supported Andrew Jackson’s commitment to the Indian Removal Act of 1830 but, by total coincidence, physically resembled the president—could be seen pacing up and down the promontory, performing drudgeries. He completed many of his unsavory chores alone. His new assistant, Yancey, was a drunk. Thompson sat dutifully inside the Agency house and toiled away with his quills and letter paper. The Indians had been promised frocks if they relocated westward. But what kinds of frocks? His boss assured him that the frocks should be homespun and sewn in a “workmanlike manner.” Mock-ups had to be stitched. Bids procured.

The envoy, a former U.S. congressman from Georgia, was not ignorant of the risks. He had only traded in his seat on Capitol Hill, after all, after falling into debt and filling out a will. His job title, Office of Indian Affairs Superintendent of Seminole Removal, was just as dicey as it sounded, and Fort King—for all its rustic pleasures—was recklessly isolated. Supply runs to Palatka, some forty-five miles away, took all of two weeks.

The camp was situated within the boundaries of the Indian reservation, a central enclave cordoned off in the years after Spain ceded the peninsula to the United States, in 1821. The systematic process of forcing Indigenous peoples from their homes, spearheaded by the War Department’s troubled Office of Indian Affairs, was now in full swing, and Florida, with citizenry from the Deep South, was eager to join the Union as a slave state. But the project was lagging. Apart from Michigan, nearly all lands east of the Mississippi River had been carved into states, while Florida remained sparsely inhabited and in large part unconquered. No colonial power had ever controlled the swamps and savannas of the interior—an alien land of lagoons, glade marshes, prairies, and hardwood thickets. If America chose a war of eviction, it would face terrain closer to the mangrove-choked waterways and swampy forests of Vietnam than the landscapes of Alabama or Thompson’s native Georgia. If he failed, the entire territory could plunge into chaos.

President Jackson’s Indian agent, who would soon be a pile of bones under his wife’s bed back home in Elberton, knew all this and accepted it. He knew his job would be tedious and lonely, and that his duties might kill him. What he did not expect—what he could not have foreseen—was that in April of 1835, with negotiations at their most delicate, his boss, the president of the United States, would paint an even larger target on his back.



April 21, 1835. More campfires meant more people. The nights were growing brighter. Under starlight, the flames encircled Fort King. For three days, leaders of the Seminole, Miccosukee, Tallahassee, and Creek Indians gathered in the surrounding woods, until a hundred blazes glowed like votive candles under the canopies.

For the colonists, it was another surreal sight in a landscape full of them. Fresh army recruits found themselves among whizzing insects, screeching owls, and bellowing gators. Newborn reptiles scampered on the riverbanks. Neon parrakeets flocked over live oaks draped in Spanish moss. Dead fruit rotted on withered evergreens, remnants of a record-cold February. Wild oranges hung, black from frost. Glowworms lit up uncanny forests. Stars, one officer wrote, “were the only familiar objects.”

Below the outpost on the hill, around the multiplying fires, families of cultures just as alien to the outsiders relaxed in shelters of poles and bark ripped from huge pines. Curious artillerymen drifted down, and the families welcomed them and shared their corn, which they baked in kettles, sifted, pounded soft, and sweetened with molasses. The troops snacked on coontie root and gawked at the women’s beads and at their silver ornaments—brooches of flattened quarters, shillings, and picayunes.

The Seminoles hosted a welcoming ceremony two miles away. The officers who attended were fearful they would be killed on the long night walk. The dancing didn’t end until after two o’clock in the morning, until the earth by the fire was left trampled “like a circus ring.” Moonbeams brightened packed dirt.

After sunrise, the leader of the Seminole Nation walked into a clearing near the Agency house. Chief Micanopy was the head of a fragmented coalition of tribes and their constituent bands of loosely allied guerrilla fighters. The Americans knew that there were many factions but often called them all Seminoles anyway, which made it easier to convince the public that the treaties were valid. The designation derived from the Spanish cimarrón, or “untamed,” a reference to Indians who left the troubled Creek Confederacy to build new lives.

Chief Micanopy was, in fact, a Seminole. Hefty, gentle, and in his fifties, he was known to be faithful to friends and to enjoy a glass and a fine meal. He and other chiefs shook the officers’ hands with firm grips that left the Americans with sore digits. Thompson opened the meeting with an “altogether too grandiloquent” speech about an old treaty signed by leaders who did not speak for all bands or families.

The details of the talks were nothing. The pattern was everything.

Thompson was only following a script. The government had a playbook, it turns out, for kicking Native people off their lands without any unseemly, costly bloodshed. The scheme involved several moving parts. First, settlers pushed in on Indians and drove away their game. Once families were starving, Washington sent envoys to meet with them in a clearing. After sharing a meal and laying out gifts, the emissaries would insist that the Indians move to where the animals were plentiful. They were starving, after all, and the government was only trying to be a friend and to help, and to protect them from the corrupt settlers and unfair local courts that would cheat them. If they didn’t leave, the army would attack, but since the government was a friend, it hoped to avoid war.

“The white people are settling around you,” Wiley Thompson announced, reading directly from a letter written by President Jackson to the chiefs. “The game has disappeared from your country. Your people are poor and hungry.”

White people were not settling all around like in Georgia and Alabama. Much of the interior was no good for farming. Some bands were hurting, but Micanopy’s people were flush with livestock. They weren’t hungry. They weren’t poor.

“Every true friend would advise you to remove,” Thompson continued, numbly reciting the president’s address verbatim. “But you have no right to stay, and you must go. I am very desirous that you should go peaceably and voluntarily.”

Talks continued for two days. Thompson ran the scheme, regardless of whether it really fit. An American general placed “his sword upon the table” and brashly informed the chiefs that “he had been sent here to enforce the treaty; he had warriors enough to do it; and he would do it. It was the question now whether they would go of their own accord, or go by force.” The ultimatum was plain: Leave or it’s war.

Hints of the tragicomedy to come surfaced on the second day, when heavy clouds threatened rain and the meeting was held in the barracks. Micanopy had “a pain in the stomach” and did not show, which offended Thompson.

“Tell him,” the agent sputtered, “he is stricken from the list of chiefs!”

The proclamation had little effect on the room. So the envoy composed himself, “rose slowly and imposingly from his seat,” and with “every eye fixed upon him,” extended his arm in a grand gesture. That was when the floor collapsed, and men, benches, tables, ink, and paper tumbled four feet to the earth in a tangled mess. An alarmed warrior yelled. Indians rushed from the barracks. It took a moment for the chiefs to be sure that it wasn’t a “stratagem,” and both sides laughed, and Wiley Thompson resumed the absurd theater that required him to hide his true face behind a thin mask of friendship.

Eight chiefs voted to emigrate. Five, including Micanopy, refused to.



News of trouble in the Florida hinterlands could take nearly a month to reach the Oval Office. Replies took another three-plus weeks. From the Agency house, outgoing mail traveled by horse or mule to a hamlet about twenty-five miles north. Contractors then humped it east around Orange Lake to Jacksonville, an eighty-mile slog. From there, letters were ferried by boat and trotted by stagecoach up to North Carolina, where important correspondence was loaded onto a steam locomotive to Virginia. In Washington City, completing the sprawling 902-mile trek, vital messages would have been delivered by courier to Pennsylvania Avenue, and placed among the piles of incoming mail addressed to the office of the president.

“His Excellency” Andrew Jackson was sixty-eight when he caught wind of Thompson’s irksome message, and in the final days of his second term. Wild, cotton-white hair decorated a slender, wrinkled, beady-eyed face. He looked increasingly anxious in his old age, and especially unhappy when he removed his dentures, as he did for portraits, and his lips frowned over toothless gums.

Years of rough living had ruined the president’s health. His digestive system was wrecked by recurring dysentery and colic, and the calomel prescribed by his doctors only made things worse. A duel in 1806—Jackson killed the man—and an 1813 gunfight had planted two lead bullets in him, including one still lodged near his heart. He exhibited many of the symptoms of lead and mercury poisoning, including paranoia, irritability, violent mood swings, excessive salivation, hand tremors, diarrhea, and pallor. He often bled his arm with his penknife.

He may not have been in the best mood when he received Thompson’s letter.

The agent’s message, dated April 27, 1835, arrived in mid-May. Forwarded from the War Department, the gist was that the envoy refused to serve the president’s wishes. Despite clear authorization, Thompson would not help enslave any “Indian negroes.”

“Application was made to me,” the dispatch read, “for permission to purchase negroes of the Seminole Indians.” With Jackson’s blessing, white slavers had shown up at the Agency house. Thompson explained why he had turned them down:


The negroes in the nation dread the idea of being transferred from their present state of ease and comparative liberty to bondage and hard labor under overseers, on sugar and cotton plantations. They have always had a great influence over the Indians. They live in villages separate, and, in many cases, remote from their owners, and [enjoy] equal liberty with their owners, with the single exception that the slave supplies his owner annually… with corn, in proportion to the amount of the crop… in no instance… exceeding ten bushels…. Many of these slaves have stocks of horses, cows, and hogs, with which the Indian owner never assumes the right to intermeddle.



Tribal law prohibited the sale of any so-called Indian “slaves,” Thompson reported, and the Seminoles would resist all attempts to violate that precedent. Most seemed to be “slaves but in name” only. Tribute was little more than an in-kind tax, and there was legitimate doubt over how seriously even that obligation was taken. (Florida’s former governor complained, in 1826, that the Indians exercised “no controle over their slaves” and derived “no advantage from their labour.”) It was too dangerous, Thompson advised, to test the bonds between the Black and Native peoples. If the government allowed enslavers to divide the families, the agent warned, “God only knows what the consequences will be.”

Jackson must have been disappointed by his appointee. Like the president, Thompson was a Southern slaveholder. The emissary understood perfectly well how vital slavery was to the economy of the adolescent Florida Territory. As of 1830, nearly 45 percent of the population was enslaved. Total inhabitants numbered 35,000 or so; only 844 were marked as “free colored.” Florida did not welcome free Black people. That was the Louisiana model—a legacy of French and Spanish occupation. That model helped produce a violent revolt, in 1811.

Thompson knew that there was a “rulebook” for holding people in bondage just as there was one for eviction. Enslavement without rebellion. That was the goal.

Not all toxic recipes were identical, to be sure. At Jackson’s private forced-labor-camp retreat in Tennessee known as the Hermitage, the president denied some one hundred souls access to education, real assets, and freedom of movement. Southerners openly discussed plantation “laws” and their psychological effects. One Louisiana slaver even wrote up a five-page document laying out his restrictions and detailing their intended results. The idea was to prevent trafficked people from realizing that they were equally capable and could live freely. “Never allow any man to talk to your negroes,” the slaveholder cautioned, “nothing more injurious.”

Evidence and information posed a mortal threat to the “peculiar institution” of slavery. Communities of apparently free, “Indianized” Africans and African Americans were intolerable no matter what they were called. The Florida Territory’s governor whined that they were a “serious nuisance,” that they seemed to have “unbounded influence,” that they were “all hostile to the white people” and “constantly counteracting the advice and talks given to the Indians.” Slavers in the territory saw them as a haven for “runaways” and wanted them all reduced to chattel. No more bad examples of free, dignified Black people. No more bad advice to Indians. That’s what Jackson had authorized his emissary to make happen.

Florida was personal to Jackson. He took possession of the land from Spain himself, after invading in 1818, and served as the first governor. The most powerful Americans in the territory were his men. Clinch. Gaines. Gadsden. Eaton. Call. Butler. And Thompson. The board controlling land claims was made up of “a remarkable combination of former Jacksonian associates” dubbed the “Nucleus.” President “Jackson’s Cronies in Florida Territorial Politics” was destined to be a topic of scholarly interest. The two enslavers backed by the president, turned away by Thompson at Fort King, offered a case study in local power: Two men, hearing about a bargain in the woods, asked the territory’s next governor—Jackson’s former aide-de-camp—if they could purchase “Indian negroes” from the Seminoles; the future governor wrote to his pal the president on behalf of his dear “friends at Tallahassee”; and voilà, the Office of Indian Affairs replied that of course the close friends could separate the families.

Except Thompson refused to play ball.

Jackson overruled his envoy, ignored the agent’s explanation and warning of grave risks, and instructed him to follow the original mandate. Jackson did not reply personally. Instead, the acting secretary of war conveyed the president’s position that “the condition of these” families would be the same if they were sold. The letter flatly denied that the targets held rights that chattel slavers strongly opposed: That the Black men were all armed, that many were worldly, bilingual or trilingual, that they traveled freely, and that they owned vast livestock.

“Indian negroes” had no place in the Territory of Florida.





2 Abraham’s Town

The Native shout echoed over Hope Hill, on the St. Johns River, announcing his arrival. The gentleman would likely have been traveling on horseback, armed with a musket and knives and crowned with a stately turban, in the Seminole style, with handkerchiefs around his neck for pockets. His title was Sawanok’ Tustenuggee, or Shawnee Warrior. He was a chief and man of God, hailed as a prophet for his prescience, and was likely also known to the Seminoles as Yahola: Crier, orator, the one who speaks. He was over six feet tall and dark-skinned, a “full blooded negro,” in the parlance of the invading categorizers. Keen observers said that he had “a great deal of fun about him,” that he was brilliant and “artful,” and that he had more wit in his left eye—his right eye angled inward—than most held in both. He played different roles on different occasions, and did not mind turning prejudices to his advantage. To his people, he was shepherd and commander. To Americans, he was Chief Micanopy’s Interpreter. In ways, he was Thompson’s opposite number: an emissary and a negotiator.

The army called him Abraham.

The chief was accompanied to the settler’s home by two enslaved people. Several years prior, a forced labor camp had been attacked by Indians. Hogs shot dead. Horses stolen. A bondservant and her child carried off. The slaver escaped with only the clothes on his back. His wife was found under the bed—stabbed, shot, and scalped in an unknown order. Abraham was asked to recover the settler’s human property.

He could not have enjoyed the task, but such gestures were the price of peace. The bands of the interior and their new American neighbors maintained a fragile truce, and the issue of human trafficking was especially sensitive. Out of over five hundred men, women, and children of African heritage living among the Indians, locals believed that four-fifths of the population were “runaways, or descendants of runaways.” The situation had always been tense and ripe with the potential for violent confrontations. Rules, however uncomfortable, had to be negotiated by both sides. Indians promised not to harbor or take bondservants in raids; locals learned not to dispatch bounty hunters into the interior.

Concessions had to be made. Lessons had to be taught. An Alabama woman known as Gray once sent her son and a party of stalkers into the reservation searching for her human chattel; Abraham’s people killed some of them, wounded Gray’s son badly, and sent them all scuttling back north. In 1830, a man called Waters dared to venture into Indian lands to “obtain negroes”; he was caught, flogged “pretty badly,” and promptly expelled. Waters did not much like getting whipped like a bondservant and promised to use his gun next time. There is no record he did. A disturbed denizen recommended that locals form a militia to punish Abraham for the white man’s whipping—a proposal sent to the secretary of war. There is no record that happened. The central region of the territory was ruled by Indian law, not American. Abraham, along with a chief named Jumper, was one of the lawmen. They were Chief Micanopy’s top advisors.

Of five known African Seminole or Black Seminole towns, Abraham’s was the most prosperous. As many as 160 men, women, and children lived under his protection, forty miles or so west of present-day Orlando. Thirty or forty well-built homes of timber, thatch, and daub, some of “considerable size,” dotted the rises in the lowlands known as hammocks—“islands” of hardwoods of twenty to three hundred acres. In the rainy seasons when the ponds filled, the tree islands acted as sheltered sanctuaries of jade. In the dry seasons, from November to April, the land became a “most beautiful open savannah country.” Hundreds of ponies, cattle, and gentle calves grazed. Green “fields of the finest land” sprouted “large crops of corn, beans, melons, pumpkin,” rice, and peanuts. Fresh beef dried to jerky. The orange trees flowered bright in late winter. Men who dressed and hunted more or less in the Seminole way smoked from clay pipes and enjoyed tunes of the Native flute and the percussive rattle of a box-turtle shell filled with palmetto seeds. A game of stickball, maybe, during the day. A sip of rum from an emerald bottle as the sun sank.

This was Pilaklikaha. In the Muscogee language of the Seminole and Creek, it meant “scattered hammock.” It was also known, simply, as Abraham’s Town.

Residents here and in the other independent Black Seminole settlements held biblical, classical, or African names. Peter, John, and Rebecca. Caesar, Venus, and Diana. Juba, Cudjo, and Dembo. Some used aliases, and many, like the Indians, held one title for themselves and offered another to outsiders. Abraham’s wife Tainy was also Betsy; Tenebo was Charles; Kelina was Carolina. In the African tradition, some were named for the occasion of their birth: In the Twi language of present-day Ghana, Cudjo meant “born on Monday”; Monday, July, and August were Black Seminole names.

For nearly 150 years, Africans and their children and grandchildren had traveled a lesser-known Underground Railroad leading south. The weakness of the powers vying for control of the peninsula—Spanish, Indian, British, and American—opened doors to new lives. Many men seized offers as old as antiquity: Soldiery for civil rights. Africans fought for the Spanish against the English, for the British against the Americans, and for the Seminoles against Georgia militia. Hundreds of warriors perished when the U.S. army sacked the African Fort, a British outpost abandoned after the War of 1812. In 1818, a sizable African army fought off Jackson’s forces on the Suwannee River. In the “land of flowers,” guns were needed, a gun was a gun, and a gun meant freedom.

Few who found safety among the Indians of Spanish Florida left records of how they earned their liberty. One young woman’s story survives. Tena walked to La Florida. She was born with her mother’s red hair on a cotton plantation among the Gullah people on the northern Georgia coast, where she came up speaking a variant of Creole. She never imagined leaving her plantation home until the owner, “a part-Cherokee Indian who had adopted the white man’s ways,” seized and sold her firstborn infant daughter. She and others set out one morning before the sunrise, following the Suwannee south, “through swamps with thick clumps of mangroves and dense palmettos and brush that scratched her arms and face.” They survived on berries and roots, evading slave hunters following on horses. She was only seventeen.

Tena’s party reached the open Alachua prairies of the interior, where they found protection under a Seminole chief, King Payne. There she met Kelina, and the pair jumped over a broom to signify their marriage. Kelina had darker skin and strange markings on his face, and spoke a language unknown to her. He could still remember “the smell of rain hitting the dry mud-walled houses of his village in Africa and the smell of dusty rice on his mother’s winnowing basket.” Kelina had escaped to Abraham’s Town from the South Carolina rice fields, by hiding a “cypress canoe in the gnarled mangroves by the sea.” He stashed food and rowed down the coast with his brothers Plenty, Hardy, and Cuffee.

Kelina, Plenty, and Cuffee added three guns to Abraham’s army.

The towns allied with the associated tribes and bands included several groups of Africans and African Americans. Black Seminole royalty, like Abraham (formally liberated by Micanopy in 1830), were legally free. Most families, at least four hundred self-liberated people and their descendants, whose men offered to fight in exchange for protection, “all pretend[ed] to have been purchased” to guard their freedoms. The others, an estimated one hundred enslaved people, lived under lenient terms of service and tribute, likely a mixture of Spanish and Native practices. The Seminoles, as with the Muscogee or Creek peoples they broke off from, had enslaved other Native Americans before they encountered Africans, but they “associated servitude with capture in warfare rather than an organized system of labor.” Seminole bondservants had never been cogs in agricultural machines, and the chiefs had no interest in overseeing the hard labor of vast numbers of enslaved people on plantations. Warriors, they could use.

Over the years, the practical exchange of rights for soldiery evolved into something deeper. Time had turned trust into fondness and, in cases, feelings close to love. Abraham had known Seminole children since birth. Micanopy had known Black Seminole families for nearly his own entire life, and had lived beside them at Pilaklikaha for decades. To outsiders, Abraham’s people appeared to “have been reared among” the Indians or, at least, in “language, mode of living, [and] habits” seemed to have been “a long while living among” them. According to a free Black Seminole woman, at least two hundred of her people had “been living with the Indians since they were born.” By 1835, Indigenous and African Seminole warriors were resolved to fight and to die for each other, and for each other’s families.

Black Seminole politics, at least at the top, mirrored the Seminoles’. Abraham was the principal chief, but at least eight others were listed as chiefs or subchiefs, including Toney Barnett, Hokepis Hadjo or John Horse, August, July, Murray, Robert, and Juan Philip, who may have been married to Abraham’s eldest daughter, Rachel.

Sometimes called maroons, their people built communities that were profound creative acts. In the peninsula, they laid fresh paths from cobblestones of past customs. Uniting African and Indigenous heritages, they wove mixed cultural fabrics from fast-unraveling threads. Traditions of the Igbo, Egba, Ashanti, and Mandinka—of some of the noblest “fighting tribes of Africa”—blended with Seminole practices. Afro-Indigenous alliances forged in the 1790s strengthened. Families raised roof beams and babies. By the 1830s, two generations of Black Seminoles had come of age among Indians, in independent and allied villages. Boys and girls who had never endured the nightmares of American slavery had grown to adults.

Abraham’s task was to protect their freedoms for as long as he could.

Chattel slavery was a monster that Micanopy’s advisor had likely never known. Asked directly, he could not say when or where he was born. White officers who spent little or no time with him described him as a crafty “runaway” from Spanish Pensacola. Alternatively, four men who lived with or near Abraham for up to a year reported that the Interpreter was raised among the Seminoles and that their language was his mother tongue. His freedom papers apparently traced his origin to Alabama, while other sources point instead to Georgia—both of which were then, in part, Creek territory. The best we know, he was born within the Creek Nation or among the Seminoles who left it.

Later records list his birthplace as Florida and suggest that he was raised amid the empire of King Payne. That would make him a child of the rich Alachua prairies of north Florida and the ward of a kind leader. King Payne was known to prioritize “the happiness of his people” over any “vicious passions.” In an “era that was prone to border raids and other conflicts,” he “often faced the thankless task of being a peacemaker.” Above all, Payne aimed to avoid any senseless fighting.

Raised among Seminole royalty, Abraham would have known the wealth of the Cowkeeper Dynasty. Verdant lands and abundant fauna, the taste of honey water, and meals of venison, corn cakes, and hominy. Gardens outside every home. Wild potatoes in the woods. Fresh bread baked of coontie-root powder. Payne’s family, heirs to Cowkeeper, owned fifteen hundred cattle and four hundred horses—not to mention countless goats, sheep, and pigs. As a boy in Spanish Florida, among warriors, hunters, cowboys, and rogues of all sorts, Abraham would have had strong Black Seminole role models. As early as 1802, the Black Seminole Harry was not only King Payne’s translator, but a trusted negotiator in colonial diplomacy. Abraham would have been in his twenties when they fought off Andrew Jackson’s forces at Suwannee Old Town, in 1818. By the early 1820s, he was working alongside the African Seminole Juan, the tribe’s new principal translator—apparently as Juan’s apprentice. Payne’s world of alliances and conflict mediation would have prepared Abraham well to visit Washington City in 1826, when he and Micanopy stood toe-to-toe with President John Quincy Adams, to successfully petition for access to richer lands.

Payne was succeeded by his brother Bolek, who was succeeded by Micanopy.

By 1835, Abraham was around forty-five years old, with as much to lose as he had to protect. Like other leaders, he had two wives. Hagar was mother to his small children Renty and Lucy. With Tainy, he shared Washington, nine, and Rachel, twenty-three. He had two infant grandchildren, both by Rachel, who that year was expecting or was about to be.

For all of them, the stakes of the looming war were stark. Losing their homes and starting over would be arduous and painful. But being forced into chattel slavery was a fate even worse than death. All of the bands knew that fighting to defend their lands meant risking their lives. But Abraham’s people also risked their most basic freedoms—everything that they and their parents had fought for and built for over forty years.



Abraham remained calm in the face of American imperatives and threats. As President Jackson insisted that the Seminoles “must prepare” to go. Takuecetv. As Thompson predicted that the Indians would face “hopeless poverty” if they did not leave soon. Estemerketv rakkē. As the envoy promised that Micanopy would be as poor as an “Indian dog.” Este-cate em efv.

The Interpreter met with the latest Indian Agent, as he had with the ones before him, and translated the demands and insults, and did not let on how he felt. Not to the army. He was prudent in his dealings with the Americans. “Abram,” as the soldiers sometimes called him, carried himself with dignity, smiled politely, and betrayed no reaction to bravado. A white officer complained that he had “a countenance which none can read,” and compared him to Napoléon’s chief diplomat, the shrewd French statesman Talleyrand. Others cast him as a political animal, a real “Martin Van Buren.” Many Indians knew English: his was clear and accurate. He spoke in a low tone, softly, with a “genteel emphasis.”

American intentions and pain thresholds remained difficult to gauge. Clearly these men were a far cry from the Spanish of Abraham’s youth, who held more lenient views of servitude and welcomed free people of color. The outsiders nurtured dreams of a great nation, but their true commitment to fighting Natives and their allies in the Florida wilderness remained untested.

The soldiers were slow to appreciate that Micanopy’s solemn Interpreter doubled as his honored confidant. In the beginning, officers puzzled over Abraham’s dual roles as they tried to measure his influence. To them, a Black translator was little more than a servant. Abram was not that. It took time for them to accept that he was also a “sense bearer” to Micanopy, a formal position akin to “prime minister” or “privy coun[selor].” At one point, the Americans put two other interpreters in the same room to double-check his translations. In every case, however, Abraham’s renderings were faithful and authentic. The advisor had no reason to warp their words. Their talks were tangled enough.

Wiley Thompson claimed he was acting as the Seminoles’ “friend,” but that was not the right term for what he was. Slaveholders called themselves “planters,” and that sounded a lot nicer than what they were. The forced labor farms sprouting up along the rivers were “frontier plantations”—idyllic bastions of Eden braving the very heart of darkness. Africans were “negroes” whether they were Mandé or Igbo. Europeans were “whitemen” whether they were Dutch or Prussian. All Indigenous people were “Indians,” and all Indians in the Florida Territory were “Seminoles.” “Settlers” insisted on these words and wrote them down. Everything was written down and almost all the records were theirs.

Thompson claimed that there were several different kinds of white men. He claimed that he and the president were among a group of friendly white men. He said corrupt locals who had once cheated the Seminoles were still alive and plotting against them. He warned them that “all bad men are not yet dead.” He said he represented better white men who could protect them from worse white men but it was difficult to tell the difference between the two.

Both envoys who preceded him were crooks.

In 1822, Gad Humphreys had been appointed to the position of Indian Agent. An undated sketch portrays him as a plump man with sagging jowls and heavy eyes, in apparent need of sleep. To avoid a conflict of interest, the U.S. government forbade him from buying enslaved people from Indians. Humphreys did it anyway, enriching himself by “speculat[ing] in Negro claims”—purchasing dubious titles for rock-bottom rates, leveraging his position to enforce them, and reaping high rewards.

Humphreys was not above using “a bill of sale from a desperate and notorious scoundrel” as evidence. He targeted one woman known as Lydia and obtained “several of her children by fraud.” He seized Abraham’s ally, Toney Barnett, who had liberated himself from a Creek slaveholder around 1816. (Toney also had children with Abraham’s wife Hagar.) Humphreys acquired Barnett from a man “without any authority whatever” to sell him. Illegally purchased, illegally sold, and enslaved for five years. Humphreys retained Barnett on his own labor camp, on lands he was likely squatting on. In the end, Barnett and his wife Polly, widow to Chief Bolek, bought his freedom. Abraham’s disputes with Humphreys were far from over. Twenty-nine Black Seminoles remained illegally enslaved by the former agent.

Humphreys was charged with corruption and fired.

John Phagan was the next agent to arrive. He proved even more bent than Humphreys. Instead of tyrannizing one of Abraham’s peers, he stole the prophet’s money. Abraham’s trouble with Phagan began in 1832, when the translator accompanied an Indian delegation to present-day Oklahoma, to see the lands the government had set aside for them. His salary was $1.25 a day, standard for an interpreter. The Americans also promised him an additional $200 to curry his favor, a pledge later described as a bribe. When the “bribe” didn’t help to evict anyone from their homes, the army painted Abraham as doubly corrupt. After all, he accepted a so-called bribe and then that “bribe” had absolutely no effect.

The kicker was, Phagan never paid the Interpreter his $285 salary. Abraham applied for his money, but Phagan “put him off by some excuse or other… and on every occasion offered him a gun, at a very high price, as part payment.” The Sense Bearer already owned a firearm. He had no need to buy another gun at over double its fair value. Rebuked, Phagan forged a receipt with Abraham’s “mark” and invented a witness named William Davis. The commander of the Territorial Militia in East Florida had never heard of any William Davis. Neither had the Marshal of the Territory.

John Phagan was charged with corruption and fired.

Thompson was a better man than
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