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1500–1800

Florida, Land of Opportunity

In the spring of 1858, the departure of a steamship from a small island off the west coast of Florida signaled the end of nearly a half century of warfare between the United States and the Seminole people.1 During that time Florida had gone from a Spanish colony to a U.S. Territory, then to a full-fledged member of the Union it would soon attempt to leave. The conflict had been known by a number of names over the years. At first it was simply “The Seminole War” and later “The Florida War.” The American people, their government, and finally historians defined a First, Second, and Third Seminole War. Soldiers and politicians had more colorful descriptions: disastrous, shameful, disgraceful, hopeless, and absurd. No one called it glorious.2

The Seminole saw things differently. They viewed the conflict as one continuous struggle, sometimes waged at the negotiating table, at other times fought on the battlefield. Even when soldiers weren’t actively pursuing the Indians, the army remained a presence on their borders or within their ancestral lands. If the Seminole weren’t arguing their case before a treaty commission, they were confronting land-hungry settlers determined to drive them out of Florida. For the Seminole, it was a constant battle to retain their culture and everything that was important to them.

The Seminole Wars had many causes, though most could be traced back to those that cause nearly all wars: greed, fear, pride, and intolerance. At first the fight was over the wealth derived from cattle and slaves, then finally the land itself. Although there were considerable differences between the three wars, they all shared the same goal of restricting or removing the Seminole. As the wars progressed, people from both sides feared for their safety, their homes, and their way of life, and many were prepared to carry on the fight to the last extremity.3


Although fought in Florida, the wars reverberated to a much wider arena. They started out as a clash between world empires, both old and new. Later they affected the entire nation, drawing in half of the U.S. Army, tens of thousands of volunteer fighters from as far away as Missouri, and even the U.S. Navy. Like all wars, they were expensive affairs, and the American people soon began to wonder whether it was worth the cost in dollars and lives. For the Seminole, the cost was enormous. At the end of the period, only one in ten Seminole remained in Florida. No one “won” the Seminole Wars; they only survived them.

To understand the Seminole Wars, we need to understand the origins of the Seminole people. At the time of the arrival of the first Europeans in the early 1500s, several hundred thousand Indians were living in Florida. Some tribes, like the Calusa in the southwest portion of the peninsula, had gained immense power and were dominant over their neighbors. Along the southeast coast were the Tequesta, Jeaga, Hobe, and others. The Ocale, Mayaca, Tocobaga, Ais, and other Indians resided in the center of the peninsula and along the central coasts. In northern Florida the various tribes were linguistically related and are known today as the Timucuans. In the eastern panhandle, the dominant people were the Apalachee. It was a level of population that would not be seen again for another four hundred years.4

Within two hundred years of the Spanish invasion, the population of indigenous Floridians had plummeted. Their decline may have started before the arrival of Juan Ponce de Leon in 1513 when unauthorized Spanish expeditions from Cuba or Hispaniola came ashore in search of trade opportunities or to capture slaves. Some ships may have inadvertently run aground or been driven ashore by violent storms. Such contact could have led to the accidental transmission of pathogens. Disease could also have been carried by Indians conducting normal commerce between Florida and islands where the Spaniards were already established. With no natural immunity to European diseases, many Indians were doomed.5

Eager to exploit whatever riches might be available in Florida and the unknown territory north of it, the Spanish launched several exploration/colonization efforts. The Narváez expedition landed in 1528, followed by Hernan de Soto in 1539. For nearly all of the Spaniards involved, the quest for riches proved fatal. Ponce de Leon was mortally wounded fighting the Calusa, and both Narváez and de Soto died during their expeditions, along with most of their followers. Left behind were more than rotting corpses and rusting weapons. Wherever the Spaniards traveled, the diseases they carried infected the population, often decimating entire villages. The complex social organization that had defined the Native cultures for centuries began to unravel.6


Temporary incursions could be survived, and not all diseases were equally fatal or struck all tribes and villages at the same time. Nor were the Indians bound by the same political boundaries we know today. Much of what we now consider Florida, Alabama, and Georgia was culturally interconnected, and the founding of St. Augustine in 1565 didn’t change that. People were resilient and rebuilt their societies, maintaining the important traditions of their ancient cultures while incorporating useful ideas from the Europeans and other Indian nations. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, tribes continued to take in refugees, exchange brides to cement alliances, or integrate captured enemy women and children into their own groups, just as they had done for thousands of years. Trade flourished, especially in European goods, and new discoveries and technologies were brought into their daily lives.7

What did change were the patterns of interactions and the size of the populations. Forced labor and warfare greatly reduced the number of Indians in the southeast, while periodic outbreaks of disease further lowered their numbers. During the seventeenth century, in an attempt to Christianize the Indians, the Spanish established a string of missions along the Georgia/north Florida coast that extended westward to the Apalachicola River. The founding of the English Carolina Colony in the late 1600s also served to disrupt long-standing patterns of exchange between the Indians of the southeast. Some Native people accepted Christianity; others did not. Some supported the English, while others were loyal to the Spaniards. Many wanted nothing to do with any of the newcomers and were either forced from their homes by white expansion or left of their own volition.8

Through it all, it is important to remember that while the Native Americans were reacting to situations brought on by the presence of the Europeans, they were making decisions based on their own interests. As populations dwindled and old groupings fell apart, many Indians had to decide what was best for themselves or their people. Was there an advantage to accepting Christianity and living in a mission? Did family ties and a longing for tradition make some people flee to areas where the whites had yet to exert significant influence? Some people refused to give up control of their lives; others were willing to submit. Throughout these centuries, new alliances and coalitions formed, sometimes between Native American groups, sometimes between Indian and white.

The situation changed drastically in the first decade of the eighteenth century when English and allied Creek Indians raided and destroyed the Spanish missions of north Florida. Most of the Indians who lived at the missions located between the Apalachicola and Suwannee Rivers were known as Apalachees, and large numbers were taken captive. Many were sold into slavery, but there is every reason to believe that some, mostly women and children, were integrated into the conquering tribes in the traditional manner. Many of those who escaped the raids fled to the safety of St. Augustine or joined Native groups that were not allied with the English. As far as Europeans were concerned, the aboriginal tribes of Florida were nearly extinct. The groups they knew as the Timucua, Apalachee, Guale, and others were no longer identifiable.9

Yet not all the people were gone, nor were the survivors confined to the areas where they had once lived. Much of the surrounding lands of the southeast were culturally familiar to them, and the European-imposed boundaries were meaningless. Some of the survivors formed small groups that managed to stay hidden in the more remote parts of the peninsula or moved to other areas in the southeast and joined the tribes there. Some of those refugees maintained a sense of their identity and kept a memory of the place they had once called home. When the time was right, they would return there.10

One of the things that separates today’s Seminole from most other Indian nations is the fact that there is some historical evidence providing us with clues to the tribe’s formation. Other Indian nations were already well established when the Europeans arrived, and we can only guess at their history by using oral histories and archaeological, linguistic, or genetic evidence. In contrast, the Seminole tribe developed in the presence of the European invasion, and we are fortunate that the tribe’s formation happened at a time when outsiders could observe and record some of the events pertaining to its genesis.

Europeans certainly did not create the Seminole—the Seminole did it themselves—but Europeans did create the conditions that forced the tribe to emerge. The annihilation of the Native population and the scarcity of Spanish settlements made the underpopulated peninsula attractive to new Indian settlers from adjacent areas in the South. Some were leaving ancestral homelands after conflicts with English settlers, while others came in search of new hunting grounds to satisfy the European deerskin trade. Even the term Seminole may have been European in origin, and its application was primarily for white convenience. Finally, it was the long war against the United States that forced the emergence of a Seminole identity from several scattered, sometimes antagonistic, tribes. These conflicts “had the power to forge new identities, and as a consequence, create new self-defined ethnic bonds, and a shared history,” a process referred to by anthropologists as ethnogenesis.11


The people we call Seminole today had their origins among the tribes of what is now the southeastern United States. The ancestors of these tribes had been devastated by warfare and European-introduced diseases, and, like those in Florida, their societies had been in a state of flux for much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. As older tribes in the southeast fell apart, newcomers from the west entered the area and mixed with or displaced the original groups. New groupings arose that collectively became known to the Europeans as “Creeks.” The first major group the British traded with during the late 1600s lived along Ochesee Creek in what is now Georgia. When referring to those Indians, the Englishmen would call them “The Ochesee Creek Indians.” Over time, the reference changed to “Ochesee Creeks” and was finally shortened to “Creeks.” Although these different Native groups possessed a common culture and often worked in concert when dealing with other Indian nations or the whites, they were not a true “nation.” Even whites understood that an Indian’s primary allegiance was to his or her clan or town, and thus referred to the entire group as “The Creek Confederacy.”12

One of the most important aspects of Creek culture was the “White/Red” duality, having to do with the balance of human nature and the forces of the natural world. For the Creeks, and later the Seminole, it was important to maintain a balance between White influences and Red. Towns were designated either White or Red and usually came in pairs. Although each town’s duties and responsibilities could be quite complex, “white” towns and their leaders tended to be dominant in times of peace, while “red” towns would come to the fore in times of war.

Another important division among the Creeks was linguistic. Although most spoke languages belonging to the Muskogean family, the differences in those dialects were often great enough to make them unintelligible from one another. In a general sense, the Creeks fell into two distinct groups that were labeled “Upper” and “Lower” by whites. Although these divisions appear very neat and orderly, in reality they were never precisely defined, and the makeup of each group shifted over time. Like all generalities they should be viewed with a degree of suspicion, but are necessary to comprehend the events of the time.13

The tribes that constituted the Lower Creeks occupied what is now southern Georgia, primarily along the Flint and Chattahoochee Rivers and points east. Their principal language was Hitchiti, though regional dialects and other tongues were present. The Upper Creeks lived in what is now eastern Alabama, in the area of the Alabama River and its two main tributaries, the Coosa and Tallapoosa. The majority spoke Muskogee, a language related to Hitchiti but not mutually comprehensible. Although both groups shared the same Muskogean culture, long-standing animosities and philosophical differences between the individual Creek tribes were not easily put aside and often led to violence and bloodshed among the different groups.14

Among the tribes of the southeast the imaginary line between the English colonies and Spanish Florida was nonexistent and of little concern, and even European powers were often in dispute as to exactly where the boundary might be. As far as the Indians north of the line were concerned, Florida was not a foreign land, but part of one continuous homeland. Situations created by the presence of the whites may have forced many of them to leave a particular locality they called home, but in many cases they would have viewed it as a temporary withdrawal, not a total abandonment of their territory.

Over the course of the eighteenth century, numerous bands intermittently migrated into Florida, taking up residence among those who were already living there. They were primarily Lower Creeks who, for various reasons, saw the opportunity for a better life in a sparsely occupied land. Some were fleeing white encroachment, while others were lured south by the Spanish, who welcomed the fierce warriors as allies against the aggressive English colonists. Most of the Indians were taking advantage of economic opportunities, be it slaving, cattle ranching, hunting, or salvaging from the numerous wrecks to be found on the Florida beaches. Others had come south because of political or personal disputes within their own tribes. Many were returning to familiar places where they had conducted seasonal hunts for generations. Because the Creeks were made up of many individual tribes, it would be a mistake to think that they all were related and always got along with each other. All these groups came to Florida for their own reasons and were sometimes in competition with other tribes that had come before them. Some bands maintained their identity, while others were absorbed by larger tribes.

Two groups, both speaking Hitchiti, stand out in particular. The first were the Mikasuki, who settled around Lake Miccosukee (northeast of present-day Tallahassee) in the first decades of the eighteenth century. Evidence suggests that some of these people may have been Apalachees who had fled north after the destruction of the Spanish missions by English and Creek raiders. For them, moving south a decade or so later wasn’t a migration to a new land; it was a return to an old home. As their community grew and the tribe became prosperous, ties with other Creek towns lessened and a separate identity developed, one they fiercely protected.15
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For the present-day Seminole this tie to the Apalachee is an important distinction. During the wars of removal, one of the government’s justifications for removing the Seminole from Florida was that they were somehow not “native” to the land but were breakaway Creeks. For whites, if an Indian lived north of the Georgia/Florida line, he was a Creek. Those who had originally lived south of it were Timucuan, Apalachee, or someone else. The Indians of the southeast never recognized such a line, and the culture flowed freely across the area. Considering that most of the Seminole who remained in Florida at the end of the Seminole Wars were Mikasuki, the Seminole of today feel justified in claiming to be as native to the soil as any other tribe in the United States. This, and the belief that remnant Calusa were absorbed into the tribe, point to a centuries-old presence in the peninsula.

The other group that became a prominent part of the Seminole tribe settled in the north-central portion of the peninsula in the mid-eighteenth century. For many years, the Spanish had maintained a number of cattle ranches in northern Florida, and various native peoples had worked the ranches, learning the arts of animal husbandry and horsemanship. One of the largest ranches was La Chua, located near a large, fertile prairie south of present-day Gainesville, preserved today as Payne’s Prairie State Park. The area, known then as the Alachua Prairie, was considered the best grazing land in the peninsula, and an abundance of free-ranging cattle roamed the area after the ranch was abandoned in the early 1700s. Decades later a group of Oconee Creeks moved into the area and quickly developed a thriving cattle business. Their leader was Ahaye (Ahoya), but his vast herds of cattle soon earned him the name “Cowkeeper.” Like others, these people were not entering an unknown land. They were simply moving into another part of their ancestral range.16

There are several schools of thought as to the origin of the term Seminole. The most commonly accepted version holds that it is derived from the Spanish word cimarron, a term originally applied to cattle, which was generally taken to mean groups that had gone off on their own. Because there is no “r” sound in the Hitchiti or Muskogee languages, the Natives pronounced it something like “Cimallon,” which eventually became “Seminole.” On the other hand, there is a Muskogee term isti semoli, meaning “those who camp at a distance” or “free people at distant fires,” and some believe this is the origin of the term.17

Because the Spaniards and the English (who occupied Florida from 1763 to 1783) dealt primarily with the Alachua band, the term originally referred only to that particular group. It was also an indication that the Florida Indians had become politically separate from the Creeks. Before the period of the Second Seminole War the Florida Indians did not usually see themselves as one tribe. As far as they were concerned, they were Seminoles (Alachuas), Mikasukis, Tallahassees, Apalachicolas, Yuchees, or members of some other group. In an attempt to lend some clarity to this rather confusing situation, we will generally adhere to the convention of using Seminole to denote any Indian living in Florida. When necessary, we will call the individual tribes by their proper names, using “Alachuas” as a designation for the descendants of Cowkeeper’s band.

We will also apply the convention of using the spelling “Mikasuki” to refer to the tribe and “Miccosukee” to refer to the lake they originally lived near and the area surrounding it. The reader should bear in mind that we are using Mikasuki in a historical sense, and it is not to be confused with modern designations. In Florida today there are the federally recognized but politically separate Seminole Tribe of Florida and Miccosukee Tribe of Florida Indians, along with several unaffiliated groups. The majority are descended from the historical Mikasuki tribe, though there are a significant number of Muskogee-speaking Creeks who are members of the Seminole Tribe. The separate “Seminole Nation” is located in Oklahoma, and these people are the descendants of those tribal members who were forced there by the Seminole Wars.

The conflicts of the Old World soon brought changes to the lives of all Floridians, no matter what their ethnic background. In 1763 the Seven Years’ War, known in America as the French and Indian War, came to an end. As part of the resulting treaty, Spain was forced to relinquish control of Florida to England. Two hundred years of Spanish occupation ended, and what would become known as the “English Period” began. The fact that Native Americans occupied much of the land and were the primary residents of Florida was of little concern to the treaty’s negotiators. As far as Europeans were concerned, the Indians were subjects of one monarch or another, their homelands and futures mere bargaining chips in the game of global politics.

For the Florida Indians, the change in colonial government had both advantages and disadvantages. The English tended to be more interfering and demanding, but were also more interested in doing business, primarily in the procuring of deerskins and other animal hides. The size of this trade was immense, often exceeding a hundred thousand skins annually. With the British now in control of all eastern North America, it was an exceptionally well regulated and organized trade, with competition limited and prices controlled. Trading company agents, known as “factors,” kept meticulous track of the number of skins each hunter brought in, crediting the Indian’s account against goods purchased.18

Some might assume that the deerskin trade was viewed by the Indian as nothing more than a way to turn his favorite leisure activity into a part-time job that provided him with the extra cash needed to purchase a few European luxuries. That would be a highly erroneous assumption. The Indians of the Southeast were now professional hunters. Long gone were the days of hunting with bows and arrows or stone-tipped spears. Guns were a necessity, and efficient skinning required the use of steel knives. Pottery was often replaced by metal cookware, and mill-woven fabric usually took the place of buckskin clothing.19 Although most of a hunter’s income would be used to buy necessities such as food and clothing, a good portion also went for non-necessities. A successful hunter would gain status and respect in his society just as a great athlete or thriving businessman does today. He could obtain a better gun, a more ornate tomahawk, beads or colorful cloth for his wife, trinkets for his children, slaves to work his fields, or bright silver ornaments and eye-catching ostrich feathers to show off his hard-earned status. He could also trade his skins for rum, tobacco, and other things that brought him pleasure.

Key to the operation of the British trading houses was the concept of credit. A hunter would obtain his ammunition and other supplies before the hunt. The factor would keep track of each individual’s purchases and apply credit to the account when the skins were turned in at the end of the hunt. Sadly, it was just as easy to fall into debt in the eighteenth century as it is in the twenty-first. All too often the number of skins brought in was not enough to cover the cost of the purchases made earlier. In periods of warfare the debts grew even deeper, as more credit was extended for munitions and less time was spent on the hunt. For many a hunter it seemed as if there was always a negative balance on the books.20

As might be expected, intensive hunting led to a decline in the deer population close to the Indians’ homes. As their debts grew larger, hunters had to go farther afield to find enough game to meet their quotas. The time spent on hunting trips went from weeks to months. This need to find new hunting grounds was another factor in bringing more Indian settlers into Florida. With deer becoming scarce in other parts of the Southeast, many Creek, Alachua, and Mikasuki hunters began to move farther south into the peninsula, sometimes as far as the Everglades. At first they occupied temporary hunting camps, but as the trips grew longer and the distance away from home grew greater, many hunters brought their families with them and established new villages. Some who had come from Georgia or the Carolinas integrated into the existing Florida tribes, while others kept to themselves and retained their old tribal designations. Some remnants of the original tribes, such as any remaining Calusa, were absorbed by the newcomers. Other groups created new identities. It is little wonder the English simply gave up trying to keep track of it all and began to apply the term “Seminole” to any Indian living in Florida.21


Although the Seminole had begun to separate politically from the Creeks, they still retained the Creek culture and continue to do so today. The primary social units are the clans, and this is where a person’s main allegiance lies. In historical times there were more than dozen clans, which bore such names as Panther, Bear, or Wind. Among present-day Florida Seminole, a loss of population caused primarily by the wars has reduced the number of clans to eight. Unlike European society, where people tend to take their father’s surname and trace their lineage through the paternal line, Creek/Seminole clans are matrilineal. A person identifies with his mother’s clan, not his father’s, no matter who his father was or how powerful the father’s clan. Traditionally a husband would move in with his wife’s clan, but still retain the identity of his mother’s clan. If the marriage dissolved, the husband returned to his own clan, but children and common property stayed with the wife.22 Under such a matrilineal system, leaders were chosen from a ruling clan, which meant succession did not pass from father to son but to a brother or a nephew within that clan. Because a father might be more attached to his own clan, the upbringing of a male child would fall to his uncles or other male members of the mother’s clan. For the Seminole of the past and of today, “family” often means anyone of the same clan, no matter how many generations removed or how distant their residence.23

In the historic period, although a Seminole’s first allegiance was to the clan, much of his or her social life was centered on the town, or “talwa.” The term “town” can be misleading, prompting visions of a cluster of buildings all confined within distinct boundaries. A Seminole town was much more than a geographic entity. Indeed, a significant portion of the population might live some distance away from the town center in remote villages or camps, often populated by members of the same clan. The town was the ceremonial and political center of the Seminole’s world, the place where they would gather in times of celebration or danger. Towns had certain features that differentiated them from the satellite villages. Foremost was a large ceremonial square with a central fire made up of four logs arranged so that they pointed in the cardinal directions. In most cases there would also be a ball court and a council house.24

While the headman of a town might be chosen for reasons of lineage, other titles were conferred by merit, most often earned in warfare. Titles often replaced names, and many of the names that non-Seminole recognize from the Seminole War period are, in truth, titles. The most common of these were Micco (head chief), Emathla (war party leader), Tustennuggee (village war leader), and Hadjo or Fixico (fearless or courageous warrior). This results in names such as Holata Micco, Tukose Emathla, Halleck Tustennuggee, and Coa Hadjo.25

As in all cultures, ceremonies, rituals, and religious beliefs play an important part in the lives of the Seminole. The most significant ritual was, and still is, the annual Green Corn Ceremony or Green Corn Dance, as it is often called. Like town, the term dance can be a bit misleading. True, members of the tribe spend a significant portion of their time chanting and moving in rhythmic patterns around the central fire, but it is much more than simple recreation. The dances have meaning, conveying tribal history, philosophy, and mores. Dancing helps bring continuity to the Indians’ lives, bringing them closer to the world in which they live and the lives of their ancestors.26

Foremost of all, the Green Corn Dance is a time of spiritual purification and cleansing. Although tribal courts are no longer held during the ceremony, other practices continue as they have for centuries, in the same or in modified form. Seminole warriors of the nineteenth century who practiced ritual fasting, bloodletting, and the taking of the “black drink” would no doubt notice changes, but they would still feel at home at one of today’s gatherings. And although the entire ceremony is a very serious affair, it is also one of joy and celebration. Fasts are broken by feasts, and a lacrosse-like ball game helped settle disputes and release tensions, and provided an opportunity for young people of both sexes to mingle. By the end of the four-day celebration, the community was spiritually renewed and prepared to face the challenges of the coming year.27

Among those who were referred to as “Seminole” were a significant number of blacks. Although these “Black Seminole” were not biologically Indian and not truly members of the tribe, many of them were brought up in the culture and fought alongside the Seminole. By the time of the Seminole Wars they had become a recognizable group, and the name, inaccurate as it may be, has stuck.

Throughout the first Spanish colonial period, the imaginary line between Florida and Georgia meant something very real to the slaves toiling on the English plantations in Georgia and South Carolina: It meant freedom. Once an escaped slave crossed the border into Spanish Florida, he or she was essentially a free person. Most escaped blacks lived near the Spanish settlements, where the governors, chronically short of soldiers and settlers, welcomed the runaways. Armed and supplied by the Spaniards, the former slaves had their own militia and a small fortification north of St. Augustine known as Fort Mosé. With the coming of British control in 1763, these “Maroons” (a word also derived from cimarron) faced the prospect of being returned to slavery in the other English colonies, so many of them departed for Cuba with the Spaniards. For those who remained, the safest refuge was among the Seminole, and for new runaways it was virtually the only choice.28

The number of freedom-seeking slaves increased during the years of the American Revolution, when the English offered freedom to any escapees who would leave their rebel masters and join the loyalist ranks. Their efforts were aided by the general disruption of life in the wartime South, which gave numerous bondsmen the opportunity to flee. Those who reached the British lines often became soldiers, and Southern plantation owners feared these men would return to unleash a slave uprising. After the end of the war, some of those blacks remained in Florida and took up residence among the Seminole.29

Freedom, of course, comes in varying degrees. Since long before the arrival of the Europeans, Indians had kept Indian slaves, usually in the form of defeated enemies. In Florida, runaway blacks who found themselves among the Seminole might also be enslaved; it depended upon circumstances and personalities. A black who appeared bold and intelligent might be welcomed as a free man or woman. Others might be taken in simply for the labor they could provide. One village might welcome runaways; others might want nothing to do with them and turn them away. Blacks who had fled their white masters were dreaming of a better life. There was no guarantee they were going to get it.

Many blacks were actually purchased by the Indians. Creek/Seminole culture had existed alongside Southern culture for decades, and the institution of slavery was something the Indians were familiar and comfortable with. Because most runaways had been born and raised on plantations they were experienced agriculturalists, and Indians understood that there was money to be made in farming. Surplus crops could be sold for a profit, and if slaves were able to produce good harvests, they were valuable. The more slaves an Indian owned, the more money he could make, and the more prestige he accrued.30

Slavery, like freedom, also comes in varying degrees. Most white Europeans, believing in a God-given racial superiority, looked down upon other races. From the point of view of many whites, blacks deserved to be slaves; they were created by God for the purpose of mindless labor. For the most part, the Indians did not possess such a strong prejudice. Unlike the majority of whites, they did not consider blacks to be inherently inferior. Blacks might be different, but they were still people, and were treated with the same level of respect—or disrespect—that anyone else would be afforded. For most blacks in Florida, being the slave of a Seminole was nearly equal to being free. There were no overseers, no whips, and no mothers torn from their children on the auction block. True, the slaves were not free to leave their masters, but where would they have gone if the opportunity had arisen? There was, indeed, no safer or more promising place within walking distance. Compared to life on a Southern plantation, being a slave to a Florida Indian was perhaps the best life an English or American slave could hope for.31

Congressman Joshua Giddings, in his 1858 book dealing with the treatment of the Maroons, commented on the relationship, saying, “They [the Indians] held their slaves in a state between that of servitude and freedom; the slave usually living with his own family and occupying his time as he pleased, paying his master annually a small stipend in corn and other vegetables. This class of slaves regarded servitude among the whites with the greatest degree of horror.” Although Giddings was painting a rosy picture to support his abolitionist agenda, he was not that far from the truth.32

Another difference between Indian and white slavery was a legal one. In white society, property came with a bill of sale. Indians had little use for paperwork in their own society and often didn’t obtain a receipt for a slave purchased from a white. This lack of documentation often caused problems between Indian slave owners and unscrupulous white slave catchers who would claim blacks that an Indian couldn’t prove he owned. On the other hand, it might have been a disadvantage to be a free Black Seminole. A black who couldn’t prove ownership or freedman’s status could, by the white man’s law, become enslaved. Being a slave to a prominent Indian offered a certain degree of protection, and many blacks may have been slaves in name only.33

The status of blacks born into the tribe could be confusing to whites, due to the Seminole’s matrilineal society. In general, a child born to an Indian woman was automatically considered a member of her clan, no matter what the background of the father. Conversely, a child born to a black woman of an Indian father was usually not considered an Indian. Even if the mother was a slave, it didn’t mean the child was also a slave, though as long as that person lived with his or her mother, he or she would live like a Seminole slave. Whites, especially slave owners, saw things differently: Any amount of black ancestry made a person black, and if a person’s parent was a slave, so was that person. To the Indians, it was not so simple.

Over the years, the Black Seminoles developed their own unique culture, a combination of African, Indian, and plantation influences. Many spoke the Indian language, dressed in Indian clothing, and some even rose to positions of leadership. Besides being valued for their agricultural skills and fighting ability, blacks were also appreciated as interpreters. Rarely did an Indian speak English or Spanish. Whites who spoke either of the Creek tongues were just as rare. Runaways also had the advantage of having lived among the whites. A person who understood both cultures was bound to be of value.34

Estimating the Black Seminole population is an impossible task. Populations varied over time, and defining a person’s race is often difficult. For decades, all three races had intermingled, and a portion of the population was mixed-blood. What may have been more of a determining factor was the group a person associated with. Did he or she live closely with the Indians or did that person reside in one of the separate black villages? Did they speak Hitchiti or Muskogee more fluently than English? Did they dress in the manner of a European or an Indian? It might also depend on who you asked. A black might consider himself an Indian, while an Indian might consider the same person a black. As scholars, we love to categorize and divide things into neat packages; it makes comprehension much easier. The real world is rarely so precise, and people living in such a fluid and tenuous situation were less worried about such matters. The best we can say is that at any one time, the number of blacks among the Seminole was probably not more than 20 percent of the Seminole population.35

Many European practices were, by nature, foreign to the Indians of the time. Title to land (with its surveyed boundaries), colonial governments, and global empires were imperfect concepts to people who had no cultural experience with them. Faced with whites who understood Indian culture no better than the Indians understood white culture, the Creek and Seminole people worked to maintain their societies and culture. Survival or economic success often meant cooperating with the whites, while at other times it meant fighting them. Dealing with the various colonial governments was no doubt frustrating for the Florida Indians, as policy in the Americas was determined in some faraway Old World capital, dictated by priorities that had no real relevance to the needs of Native Americans. Furthermore, alliances in Europe could change overnight, making today’s bitter enemy tomorrow’s trading partner. First there had been the Spaniards, then the English. Starting in 1776, there was a new force to be reckoned with: the Americans.

The American Revolution was not the Seminole’s war, but they soon became embroiled in it. Loyalists from the South fled to East Florida, one of the three English colonies (along with West Florida and Canada) that did not join the revolution, and St. Augustine soon became a center of Tory resistance. The English, quick to exploit any advantage, recruited the Seminole and some Creeks as allies. Occasional war parties raided into rebel Georgia, laying waste to frontier settlements and stealing livestock. Runaway slaves, increasing in number due to wartime confusion, joined the Seminole ranks. Unfortunately, the Seminole picked the losing side. By the time the war was over, the victorious Americans looked upon the Seminole as mortal enemies.36

The end of the Revolution also brought political change to Florida. During the war, Spain had allied itself with the United States and had re-taken West Florida from the English. In 1783 all of Florida was returned to Spanish control, thus ending the twenty-year English Period. For the diplomats who had negotiated the Treaty of Paris, the concerns of the Seminole were not a factor. Florida was strategically important, and even though Spain could not afford the colony, the idea of simply letting the Indians have it probably never came to mind.

Faced with a sometimes hostile wilderness between St. Augustine and Pensacola, the English had divided Florida into two separate colonies, East and West Florida. Upon regaining Florida the Spaniards saw the wisdom of this division and maintained it. East Florida consisted of the entire peninsula east of the Apalachicola River. West Florida extended from the Apalachicola to the Mississippi and included New Orleans, Mobile, and Baton Rouge. Although remnants of the old King’s Highway still ran between the capitals of St. Augustine and Pensacola, it was virtually unused by whites. It was easier to get from one colonial capital to the other by taking a ship around the peninsula.

The Spanish government, troubled by restive populations throughout their empire, sent minimal garrisons to St. Augustine, St. Marks, and Pensacola. The nobility of Europe believed that without the strong hand of royalty to keep things under control, the United States would soon fall into anarchy. It would not take long, they thought, for the thirteen states to have a falling out among themselves. The garrisons in Florida might have to deal with lawless bands of desperados, but certainly not any large, aggressive force.

Even without the American presence, Spain soon found itself ill-equipped to administer its vast New World holdings, which also included the immense Louisiana Territory. As Europe fell into disarray because of the French Revolution, Spain found its military budget strained beyond capacity. For the Americans, inspired by their victory over the English and their ability to restrain their own potential anarchy, a grand vision of the future was emerging. Sooner or later, Spain and the United States would have to come to some sort of agreement about Florida. Whatever that agreement was, the Seminole would not be present at the negotiations.
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1810–1813

The Plot to Conquer Florida

For the various Native American nations in the Southeast, opening a line of communications with the new United States could prove difficult. Much of the Seminole and Creek contact was through the trading houses, but many of them were in a state of flux due to the war. Some merchants remained loyal to the Crown but were forced out of Georgia and the Carolinas. Others embraced the new nation, but it took time to establish a viable presence among the wary Indians. Official channels were just as confusing. During the Revolution and for several years thereafter, the Natives often had to negotiate with the individual states. The adoption of the Constitution supposedly passed these matters on to the new federal government, but most frontier states were still vitally interested in Indian affairs and often pursued their own policies. Another problem was that until Indian relations reached the crisis stage, few whites cared about Native concerns; the war had left the authorities with plenty of other issues to deal with. Bloodshed and confrontation were a continual problem along the ever-expanding frontier, but the proactive diplomacy necessary to prevent conflict was almost nonexistent.

The precise legal status of the Indian tribes proved difficult for Americans to define. Were they sovereign nations (as the Indians maintained), dependent entities, or something else? In the history of international diplomacy, there was little precedent for dealing with nations that existed within another nation’s borders. Throughout history, when such situations occurred, the smaller nations were either obliterated or absorbed into the larger and more powerful society. The idea of “let them be and respect their rights” was almost unheard of. Americans, believing themselves to be “enlightened” people, tried to find new ways to deal with the situation. For the most part, nothing worked. The subsequent policies of the United States reflect the uncertainty and ambiguity. Up until the creation of the Interior Department in 1849, Indian tribes were dealt with through the War Department.1 Normally it was the responsibility of the State Department to negotiate with other nations, since the War Department’s job was exactly what its name implied. This indicates that America expected to have to fight for much of the continent.

Were the Indian nations actually hostile? Most of them welcomed the opportunity to conduct trade and hoped to maintain peaceful relations. They had developed sophisticated diplomatic practices and rituals that had served them well for centuries. Unfortunately, successful, long-lasting agreements require two parties that are willing to compromise and see things from the other’s point of view. Rarely was that the case on the American frontier.

It was generally when whites began to encroach upon Indian land that problems arose, and those difficulties were multiplied by the character of many border-dwelling whites. Shifty traders fleeced unsuspecting Indians, while greedy speculators laid claim to vast tracts of Indian land, often before any treaties were signed. Unprincipled squatters and certain criminal elements also pressed upon the Indian lands. Americans knew that if the Indians went to war, white actions were often at the root of discord. Capt. John T. Sprague, a participant in and a historian of the Second Seminole War, understood the problem very well. “Upon this, as upon all Indian borders, there is a class of men destitute of property and employment, who for excitement and gain, would recklessly provoke the Indian to aggressions, and in the midst of which, escape detection and punishment, leaving the burden to fall upon the honest and industrious.”2 Although this lawless element made up only a small minority of the white population, enough of them existed to create continual problems for both sides.

The situation was exacerbated by the fact that there was virtually no legal protection for Native Americans at the time. Sprague wrote, “No rights were conceded to the Indians, and every act which interfered with the designs of individuals crowding within the Indian limits in all quarters, was regarded as the commencement of hostilities. Personal abuse was heaped upon them, their property and persons disregarded; no law shielded them, and no protection was given, other than that which was sought by the untiring exertions of the agent.”3

Sprague was correct. Very often the only white person who would stand up for the rights of the Indians was the appointed Indian Agent. Unfortunately, there was no guarantee that he could, or even wanted to, do any good. One problem was that the agent was a political appointee, selected by the president and approved by the senate. Because most appointments were handed out for political reasons and not according to a person’s merits for the position, it was not unusual for an agent to be unqualified, incompetent, or corrupt. Depending on the administration’s objectives, the agent might be instructed to protect the Indians’ rights, or he might be chosen to promote the settler’s agenda. Even when the agent was honest and trying to do his best (as many did), he had to remember that he could easily be replaced whenever the political winds shifted direction. Added to that was the fact that Indians were rarely allowed to testify in court, and usually only on behalf of a white person. For the Indian who had been wronged, violent retribution often seemed the only recourse.

Although frontier difficulties could often be traced to the actions of unscrupulous opportunists, there were other, less obvious causes behind the American urge to conquer what whites considered a wilderness, the same place the Indians called “home.” Many of the Europeans who had colonized the country had come to North America to escape religious persecution, and in their eyes the New World was the Promised Land. As far as they were concerned, God had provided it as a place where Christian reformers could establish the perfect society that had been so often prophesied. This new land was to be cultivated, built upon, and put to its most efficient use, a philosophy that persists to this day. Despite the fact that Native Americans were accomplished farmers and were using the land in accordance with their own traditions, they were rarely Christians and therefore easily dismissed as “savage heathens.”4

Lewis Cass, secretary of war under Andrew Jackson, held those same beliefs. “There can be no doubt… that the Creator intended the earth should be reclaimed from a state of nature and cultivated; that the human race should spread over it, procuring from it the means of comfortable subsistence, and of increase and improvement.” Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton, a strong proponent of Indian removal, believed that whites had a superior right to the land because they “used it according to the intentions of the Creator.” In the end it was all too easy for the colonists and their successors to justify the taking of Indian land as their moral right, whether they truly believed it or not.5

Beyond the philosophical differences there was the legal question of who actually owned the land the Indians had occupied for countless generations. The Indians had never faced that problem. The idea that some faraway person could claim some parcel of land because they held a certain piece of paper seemed unreasonable. For them, ownership was synonymous with occupation. Creek land was land that was occupied or used by Creeks. If the Creeks abandoned a certain parcel and the Cherokee moved in, then it was Cherokee land. As has been the case throughout the history of both the Old World
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