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most persuasive evidence of that link. Though his critique did little to directly defend the 

rights of the Seminoles, in uncovering the actions of the Slave Power, Joshua Giddings 

and his allies explained to the North that they had two options: to ignore slavery’s evident 

influence and follow meekly in its wake or demand a thorough reexamination of national 

priorities. In their obscurity, they continued to struggle.
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Chapter 6

“We Do Not Live for Our Selves Only”: The Competing Strategies of Seminoles 
and Black Seminoles amidst a Crusade of Conquest

In October 1837, when Thomas Jesup deceived Osceola, others were caught up in 

the trap as well. One of them, a Black Seminole named Titus, quickly demonstrated his 

worth to his captors. He recounted that during a council of chiefs a few weeks before, 

Osceola and chief Coa Hadjo, who had recently reached an agreement with Jesup to 

surrender many fugitive slaves to their nominal white owners, had clashed with Abiaka, a 

Seminole religious leader, by insisting that the Seminoles could not maintain the war for 

another year. Abaiaka steadfastly insisted that he would not leave Florida and would 

survive there by any means, subsisting on game until his bullets ran out, fishing until his 

lines frayed, and then weaving new ones with horsehair. Abiaka was resolute - if the 

cause seemed lost, he would escape to the remotest parts of the Everglades and live there 

until his dying days. The United States officer who recorded Titus’s account in his own 

correspondence added his opinion that Titus would soon prove an excellent guide in the 

service of the United States.1

Within these tangled narratives lay vital details about Seminole and Black 

Seminole politics during the Second Seminole War. Titus, the Black Seminole, likely 

believed himself to be a man without a country. Trapped between the white supremacists 

of the United States and Seminole leaders like Coa Hadjo who cast aside the Black 

Seminoles to further their own interests, his only refuge appeared to lay with Abiaka, a 

leader of a religion in which Titus held no faith and who promised a hardscrabble future 

                                                          
1
 Samuel Forry, “Letters of Samuel Forry, Surgeon U.S. Army, 1837-1838, Part III,” Florida Historical Society 

Quarterly, 7.1 (Jul., 1928), 94.
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of privation and flight in the mires of southern Florida. Little wonder, then, that Titus 

might willingly lead United States officers against his former allies. Coa Hadjo, one of 

the leaders of his people, was not a craven man. As he resisted emigration, he saw the 

members of his band nearly starving, swaddled in rags. To him, the status of African-

Americans like Titus must have seemed exceedingly abstract and increasingly 

expendable. Unlike Coa Hadjo, Osceola was a war leader, not a hereditary chief. 

According to most white accounts, he had long argued that the fate of the Seminoles and 

Black Seminoles were intertwined and it was his intervention that had prevented Coa 

Hadjo from fulfilling his half of the agreement with Jesup. Yet Osceola, too, was not 

blind. His reserves were dwindling, his own health was fading, and the enemy appeared 

as irresolute as ever. Abiaka, motivated by his faith, was deeply rooted in the Florida soil. 

However, he was not a blind zealot, and he had a realistic strategy of resistance and flight 

designed to frustrate his antagonists. The interaction of these four men, Titus, Coa Hadjo, 

Osceola, and Abiaka, and their understanding of their common enemy demonstrated the 

limits and possibilities of opposition to Andrew Jackson’s crusade of conquest.2

Throughout the Second Seminole War, the Seminoles and the Black Seminoles 

fought protracted struggles against a foe they could not defeat. They did not lose on the 

battlefield. When United States soldiers and Seminole warriors exchanged fire, the 

soldiers were repulsed more often than not. By any accounting, the United States suffered 

dramatically more casualties in the conflict - more white soldiers died during the war than 

there were Seminole warriors at its outset. However, faced with the nearly inexhaustible 

                                                          
2
 For more on Osceola, see Patricia Wickman, Osceola’s Legacy (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 

2006); Mark Boyd, “Asi-Yaholo or Osceola,” Florida Historical Quarterly, 33.3/4 (Jan., Apr., 1955), 249-305; 
Kenneth Porter, “Osceola and the Negroes,” Florida Historical Quarterly, 33.3/4 (Jan., Apr., 1955), 235-
239. For more on Abiaka’s belief system, see Susan Miller, Coacoochee’s Bones: A Seminole Saga
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2003), 1-31.
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resources of the United States, the Seminoles could not win by depleting their enemy’s 

reserves of men. Instead, as they likely understood it, their only means of achieving 

victory lay in extending the war over time and space, forcing the United States to waste 

money and lives to the point that its leaders might find it prudent to moderate their 

absolute insistence on removal. When formulating their strategy, the Seminoles did not 

understand that United States officials would pursue the extension of white supremacy 

and the consolidation of its authority without regard for the cost in money or lives. For 

the vast majority of Seminoles, it was their downfall.3

The Seminoles’ decision to go to war in 1835 could not have been an easy one. 

Less than two decades before, the Seminole leadership, comprised of many of the same 

men as in 1835, had decided to retreat in the face of General Andrew Jackson’s invasion 

of Spanish Florida, an offensive that commanded many fewer men. They had dealt 

directly with Indian agents like Wiley Thompson and governors like William DuVal who 

made it clear, repeatedly, that the United States was firmly committed to their removal. 

When confronted with the same dilemma, most of the other southeast Indian nations 

negotiated their own removal, rightly calculating that to defy Andrew Jackson would be 

to risk their own annihilation. However, not only did the Seminoles fight, they continued 

fighting for seven long years. Hundreds of them fought until United States leaders 

themselves grew weary of fighting, and the Seminoles succeeded in securing territory in 

southern Florida that remains there to the present day. 

The Seminoles fought because they had few other options. Their culture and 

identity inveighed against compromise in the face of United States bellicosity. Faced with 

                                                          
3
 This interpretation is indebted to Samuel Watson, “Seminole Strategy, 1812-1858: A Prospectus for 

Future Research,” in William Belko ed., America’s Hundred Years’ War: U.S. Expansion to the Gulf Coast 
and the Fate of the Seminole, 1763-1858 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011), 155-180.
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United States demands to subsume their nation within that of the Creeks, to agree to 

emigrate on their enemy’s terms might have meant their obliteration. Having rooted their 

identity in opposition to United States geographic and cultural expansion, Seminole 

leaders were predisposed to resist American overtures. Those leaders were further 

prodded by influential young warriors like Osceola, whose influence were augmented by 

the decentralized nature of Seminole self-government. Osceola himself made clear the 

price of capitulation when he found and murdered Charlie Emathla, the leading voice of 

removal among their people, in the months before the war. 

The calculation made by leaders like Abaika that victory remained within their 

grasp was not irrational. Viewed from the perspective of Washington, DC, the possibility 

that nonwhite resistance might force a Democratic administration to moderate its 

demands appeared exceedingly unlikely, but the Seminoles were not dealing with 

Andrew Jackson or Martin Van Buren. The representatives with whom they interacted, 

generals like Thomas Jesup and Edmund Pendleton Gaines, portrayed themselves as 

being willing to allow the Seminoles to remain in Florida, given certain concessions. 

Having dealt with United States officers over a period of years who were, at best, 

ambivalent proponents of Indian removal, many Seminole leaders reached a reasonable 

conclusion that if they held out another season, raided a few more homesteads, ambushed 

another soldier on patrol, their enemy’s resolve might weaken.

Faced with that same intransigence, the Black Seminoles came to a different 

conclusion, forgoing their alliance with the Indians. With their roots in United States 

slave society, the Black Seminoles better understood the unyielding constraints in which 

they were bound and, as Titus did, cleverly set their enemy’s primary objectives of Indian 
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removal and re-enslavement against one another. In prioritizing their own freedom over 

their residence in Florida, they found that their antagonists placed regional hegemony 

ahead of the re-enslavement of hundreds of African-Americans. Their agreements with 

United States officials often required their assistance as scouts and interpreters against the 

Seminoles, directly undermining their former allies, but having concluded the war was 

unwinnable, most Black Seminoles believed that bringing their former Indian allies to 

terms would be for the common good. 

The Second Seminole War pitted two nations with decentralized political systems 

against one another. The exigencies of the war, which exiled United States army officers 

to a far flung corner of the continent and dispersed Seminole bands across the peninsula, 

necessarily isolated leaders of each group. Even as the attacks of the United States forced 

disparate factions of Florida Indians to act with some measure of unity, the pressures of 

the war prevented them from making collective decisions throughout the conflict. 

Similarly, circumstances left army officers, many of whom were largely hostile toward 

Indian removal, with the primary responsibility for enacting that policy. Given those 

circumstances, the Seminoles fought largely in vain. Unable to coordinate their attacks 

and misled by army officers who did not accurately represent the interests of their 

superiors, the Seminoles were unable to convince United States leaders that removal and 

conquest were not the most cost-effective means of securing their interests.4

This chapter will recast the events of the Second Seminole War from the 

perspectives of the Seminoles and the Black Seminoles. Through the use of fragmentary 

documentary evidence, it will examine the dynamics of Seminole and Black Seminole 

                                                          
4
 On the limitations of Seminole strategy, see Watson, “Seminole Strategy, 1812-1858” 163-164. On the 

effects of United States’ officers’ attitudes, see chapter 2.
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politics throughout the course of the war, with a focus on two pivotal incidents. First is 

the decision to attack Dade’s command, which provided a window into the various 

factions that dominated the Seminole leadership. The second half will be dedicated to the 

effects of Thomas Jesup’s decision to compromise with the Seminoles and the Black 

Seminoles. Once Jesup applied pressure at specific weaknesses, the intensity of the 

United States’ offensive strained and eventually shattered the linkages between the two 

groups. The main body of the chapter ends with the Battle of Okeechobee, in which the 

Seminoles dealt the United States heavy casualties yet failed to advance their interests in 

any meaningful way. The concluding passage examines the decision of Coacoochee, 

perhaps the greatest Seminole warrior, to emigrate, and exactly why he announced on his 

departure, “the whites are too strong.”

Seminole Unity and the Ambush of Dade’s Command

During the final months of 1835, the Seminoles were faced with a problem that 

likely appeared nearly insoluble. With the United States’ deadline for removal rapidly 

approaching, the Seminole leadership confronted an enemy commanding overwhelming 

resources and what must have seemed like an implacable will. Their own nation, a 

grouping of polyglot bands of Indians with different heritages stitched together by a 

common interest, had few institutional or material resources upon which to draw. In 

contrast, given the bellicosity of Indian Agent Wiley Thompson, Governor Richard Keith 

Call, and the hoards of white settlers on the frontier, they were certainly aware of the 

depth of their antagonists’ commitment to removal. Bound to their land by history and 

religion, however, the Seminoles were strongly opposed to emigration, even though their 
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own recent history counseled against violent resistance. Two decades before, Andrew 

Jackson’s invasion had demonstrated their relative weakness compared to their enemy. 

Yet, they were likely aware of the Cherokees’ inability to forestall removal nonviolently 

through institutional channels in the United States. The Seminoles’ own solution, an 

overwhelming show of force and then constant harassment of their enemy, was designed 

to obviate their own weaknesses and leverage whatever cracks might exist in their 

opponents’ political system. Their tactics could not have succeeded more wildly, nor 

been less effective at achieving their overarching goals.

On December 23, 1835, 180 Seminole warriors ambushed two companies under 

the command of Major Francis Dade. Of the 110 United States soldiers who marched that 

day, only three survived the night. In stark contrast to their actions during the First 

Seminole War, the Seminoles demonstrated a clear intention to confront the United States 

with all the resources at their command. That same day, Osceola’s assassination of Indian

Agent Wiley Thompson delivered a similar message – removal would not be decided 

through diplomacy, but through spilt blood amidst the Florida swamps. In the aftermath 

of the battle, the Seminoles concentrated much of their population near the cove of the 

Withlacoochee River and launched periodic raids against settlers along the Florida 

frontier. They were prepared for a long, drawn-out war.5

One Seminole account of the collective decision to attack Dade’s command was 

recorded and translated into English. According to the renowned warrior Halpatter 

Tustenuggee, Osceola, Ote Emathla, and he had advocated forcefully for the attack. 

                                                          
5
 For more on the Dade ambush, see John Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 1835-1842 

(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1985), 104-106; Frank Laumer, Dade’s Last Command (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 1995); Ransom Clark, “Ransom Clark,” in Army and Navy Chronicle, 4.24 (June 
15, 1837), 369-370; Watson, “Seminole Strategy” 161.
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Micanopy, the hereditary head-chief, had been reluctant, “timid” in Tustenuggee’s words, 

until Ote Emathla had addressed the massed Indians and announced that he was marching 

that day and those “with faint hearts” could remain behind. Micanopy recognized the 

implicit challenge to his leadership and declared himself ready to depart. In a group, 180 

Indians marched to the designated location, waited for the arrival of Dade’s companies, 

and, at the fateful moment, Ote Emathla gave the signal. Micanopy fired the first shot, 

felling Dade. The war, with Micanopy’s active participation, had begun.6

The Dade ambush made a wider war inevitable. For leaders like Micanopy, older, 

wealthy men hesitant to go to war, the ambush effectively forced their hand. He could not 

oppose the war outright, lest he risk alienating influential warriors and forfeiting his 

already unsteady hold on power. Though Micanopy was likely shielded by his hereditary 

chieftaincy, Osceola’s assassination of Charley Emathla made the consequences of 

appearing to acquiesce to the demands of the United States all the clearer. This was not 

an idle threat – just three years later, Cherokee warriors would murder the Indians 

responsible for signing the Treaty of New Echota. Despite his familial lineage and active 

involvement in the Dade ambush, as a non-war leader Micanopy was necessarily out of 

step with the rest of his nation following the declaration of hostilities. Nevertheless, 

Micanopy had no choice but to stand by his people. Enraged at what they perceived as 

Seminole perfidy, United States officials were hardly in the mood to differentiate 

between “friendly” and “militant” Seminoles, especially a friendly Seminole leader who 

had personally assassinated a major in the United States army. Following the April 

                                                          
6
 Halpatter Tustenuggee and Ote Emathla’s names were often translated by whites as Alligator and 

Jumper, respectively. A recording and translation of Tustenugee’s account can be found in Joseph 
Sprague, The Origin, Process, and Conclusion of the Florida War (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 
1848), 90-91. 



274

departure of Seminole bands who had already sought refuge at army posts in the 

aftermath of Charley Emathla’s death, it would be over a year before any Seminole 

leaders considered surrendering to United States forces.7

Not only did the Dade ambush forestall compromise, it solidified the alliance 

between the Seminoles and the Black Seminoles. The account of Ransom Clark, the only 

United States soldier to survive the ambush long enough to recount the ordeal, made clear 

that the Black Seminoles were an integral part of the attack, firing along with the Indians, 

executing the wounded, and looting the dead. According to several white accounts, 

Osceola, Halpatter Tustenuggee, and Ote Emathla had strongly advocated that they resist 

the United States almost as much to protect their African-American allies as to prevent 

removal. They would not allow hesitant Seminole chiefs to barter away the freedom of 

the Black Seminoles, regardless of what concessions they might have received in return.8

The Seminoles followed their initial success with a focused assault against the 

institution of slavery in Florida, a highly combustible strategy. If the Dade massacre 

committed hesitant Seminole leaders to the Black Seminoles, a series attacks against 

plantations along the St. Johns River committed the Black Seminoles to their cause. 

Launching a full-scale campaign against the institution of slavery within the Florida 

Territory, the Seminoles liberated friends and family of their allies and made the 

alignment of their interests with those of the region’s African-Americans explicit. As 
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there numbered only about 1200 Seminole warriors at the beginning of the war, Florida’s 

slave population, nearly 25,000 in all, represented the most viable means of augmenting 

their ranks. The Seminoles could hardly hope to build on their battlefield victory against 

the United States unless they harnessed the latent hostility of the masses of African-

Americans in bondage in Florida and throughout the South. With the counsel of the Black 

Seminoles, the Seminole leadership was certainly well aware of the potential of mass 

rebellion, especially just two decades following the 1811 uprising in the Orleans territory, 

well within contemporary Seminole communication networks.9

The focused assault on Florida slavery had its drawbacks as well. If the Seminoles 

had predicated their strategy upon convincing United States elites that the cost of 

emigration would far outstrip its benefits, their offensive was counterproductive, fully 

committing Southern whites to the dispossession of the Seminoles. The cost of the war 

could not outpace the benefits of what became a regional imperative. As African-

Americans streamed to the Seminoles’ cause, some 400 by one detailed count, Southern 

volunteers flooded the state. Their service itself did not set back the Seminole war effort. 

Utterly ineffective as soldiers, jarringly disruptive to their battalions, and 

disproportionately expensive compared to enlisted men, the volunteers were a drain on 

the United States’ campaign. Their commitment, however, indicated something of the 

dilemma into which the Seminoles had placed themselves. For their enemy, no price was 
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too high to secure white supremacy within the territorial boundaries of the United States10

It was a serious miscalculation, one to which Black Seminole leaders might have 

contributed. Circumstantially, the Black Seminoles benefited greatly from the assault 

against the St. Johns River plantations, liberating family members, augmenting their 

population amongst the Seminoles, and cementing the Seminoles’ resistance to the white 

planters who held illegitimate claims upon them. In the long term, they were the primary 

beneficiaries of the effects of the raids upon the strategy of United States leaders as well. 

As removal seemed more urgent, secondary objectives, like the re-enslavement of the 

Black Seminoles, no longer seemed so pressing. To assert that Black Seminole leaders 

like Abraham anticipated this course of events would be to credit them with remarkable 

but not implausible foresight.

As the Dade ambush committed the Seminoles and Black Seminoles to the 

conflict, to the north an entire nation rushed to war in lockstep. Duncan Clinch 

immediately marched to the Withlacoochee, Edmunds Gaines set off from New Orleans 

at the earliest opportunity, Secretary of War Lewis Cass dispatched Winfield Scott from 

Washington, Florida’s legislative council expanded its militia, Congress appropriated 

funds for the war, and volunteers in Southern cities across the region signed up for an 

adventure. The Seminoles were well prepared for the onslaught. Whipped into a rage by 

the Dade ambush, successive United States battalions sped headlong into battle lacking 

knowledge of Florida topography, adequate supplies, and a developed strategy. They 

were lucky to make it out of Florida alive. Just after Christmas day in 1835, Duncan 
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 For a detailed accounting of the number of African-Americans who joined with the Seminoles during the 
first months of the war, see “Tally of Plantation Slaves in the Black Seminole Slave Rebellion, with 
Sources,” viewed October, 2, 2011, http://www.johnhorse.com/toolkit/numbers.htm. On the relative 
expense of the volunteers, see Sprague, The Florida War 102.
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Clinch led 750 men to the Withlacoochee to confront the Seminole force. Inexperienced 

in warfare, Clinch avoided a Seminole ambush only because he was unaware of the 

easiest location at which to ford the river. Even so, after 250 of his men crossed the river 

via the only means available, an old leaky canoe, they came under heavy fire, suffering 

60 casualties. To similar effect, two months later in February 1836, General Edmund 

Pendleton Gaines barreled through the Florida wilderness to the Withlacoochee, where 

he, too, was surrounded by a larger Indian force. Had Clinch not come to his aid, Gaines 

and his 980 men might have suffered the same fate as Major Dade.11

The events on the Withlacoochee likely contributed to the Seminoles’ mistaken 

belief that the United States might moderate its position. Having trapped Gaines’s 

outmanned force in the makeshift Fort Izard, the Seminoles must have thought 

themselves on the verge of another great victory. Their assumption would only have been 

confirmed by Gaines’s decision to welcome negotiations after several days of 

bombardment. When Gaines did not unilaterally reject the offer of the Seminole leaders 

to abrogate the Treaty of Payne’s Landing and remain south of the Withlacoochee, 

explaining that he would have to submit their terms to his superiors, that small opening 

might have misled the Seminoles into thinking that Gaines’s superiors were malleable. 

Being skeptical of Indian removal himself, Gaines could hardly have conveyed the true 

circumstances in which the Seminoles now found themselves. 

In the aftermath of the battles near the Withlacoochee, the Seminoles dispersed 

into smaller bands and secreted themselves in central and southern Florida. It was a wise 

choice. By May 1836, Winfield Scott had entered Florida at the head of an overwhelming 

force buttressed by legions of Southern volunteers, a coalition the Seminoles could not 
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 Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War 108-11.
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defeat on the open battlefield. In dividing themselves into smaller bands of a few hundred 

warriors and noncombatants, the Seminoles effectively countered Winfield Scott’s 

complex plans to encircle his quarries between the three massive wings of his army. 

Instead, the Seminoles utilized the spring and summer to plant crops and prepare for 

further conflict. Having interacted with white officers at trading posts for over a decade, 

the Seminoles knew that their enemies detested the Florida climate and thought the 

summer months miasmatic. They would not have to fear a summer offensive and could 

prepare for renewed engagements in the fall.12

After dispersing into smaller groups, Seminole society fell back into its traditional 

forms of localized leadership and autonomous communities. The conflict with the United 

States had forced increased political unity upon the disparate groups that made up the 

Seminole nation, broadly defined. Faced with the common United States threat, distinct 

bands were willing to set aside societal, cultural, and historical distinctions to act in 

concert against the United States. If, once dispersed, these decentralized Indian bands 

could not coordinate their actions according to a broad strategic plan, they nonetheless 

would resist the invading Americans in defense of their homes. National leaders, like 

Micanopy, Osceola, and Ote Emathla, could trust isolated bands to strike at United States 

forces without their active participation, knowing that their allies were ideologically 

committed to the same cause.13

The Seminoles’ decision to disperse into small bands may have aided them in 
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eluding Winfield Scott and Richard Keith Call, but having separated themselves by 

dozens of miles, they could no longer make effective, collective decisions. Some 

Seminole bands continued to harass the frontiers in East and West Florida, while others 

remained in the central part of the territory, gathering their resources and preparing for 

the coming violence. Having instigated the war, the Seminoles had no option other than 

to wait for the inevitable counteroffensive. With the United States having reinforced the 

peninsula, there was likely no more they could accomplish beyond frustrating their 

antagonists. 

It did not appear a futile strategy. Through their intermittent contacts with white 

officials and the experiences of Black Seminoles who had only recently escaped white 

owners, the Seminoles knew that some whites were more committed to their removal 

than others. They were probably aware of the upcoming 1836 presidential election and, 

given their relatively favorable relationship with John Quincy Adams’s appointees, might 

have believed that a Jackson defeat would end the war. Though isolated, the Seminoles 

were not entirely quarantined from knowledge of white culture. Osceola, for example, 

demonstrated a keen sense of racial politics in the United States when, a few months 

before the war, he protested against an action of Indian Agent Wiley Thompson utilizing 

contemporary white racial discourse: “Am I a negro? A slave? My skin is dark, but not 

black. I am an Indian – a Seminole. The white man shall not make me black. I will make 

the white man red with blood; and then blacken him in the sun and rain.” Before the war, 

Osceola and other Indians often spent time at frontier forts, Osceola himself becoming 

renowned for his skill with a ball, and he had reportedly formed a strong friendship with 

at least one officer. Given the number of Seminoles and Black Seminoles who interacted 
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with whites, for the Seminole leadership to piece together some idea of the contours of 

United States political culture was certainly possible.14

Through the first year of the war, the Seminoles weathered, and beat back, the 

campaigns of three separate generals. In the process, they demonstrated an unprecedented 

sense of Seminole nationhood, uniting elder chiefs and younger warriors, binding Black 

Seminoles to their cause, and bridging societal gaps between bands. Fifteen years before, 

they had scattered in the face of Andrew Jackson’s offensive, but during the first half of 

1836, they won every important battle. Through their assault on slavery in East Florida, 

they struck the United States at its most vulnerable point. Thousands of soldiers and 

volunteers streamed into Florida, hundreds died, and the Seminoles remained in Florida, 

undeterred. Having dispersed into small parties onto lands unmapped by whites, they 

were beyond the grasp of their antagonists. The United States military establishment was 

in disarray - Gaines and Scott were sniping at each other in the press, Jackson had 

accused Call of cowardice, and Jesup was in the midst of surreptitiously undermining 

Scott’s command. The Seminole coalition had never been stronger, the United States 

military never so fractured. And yet, even at that early point, they could not win. Unable 

to coordinate larger attacks, dwarfed by the size of the United States army, having failed 

to spark a wider slave rebellion, and isolated from other Indian nations, the Seminoles 

could only hope to evade the enemy, antagonize its forces, and wait in vain for its leaders 
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to set aside the consolidation of white supremacy as its overwhelming objective in 

Florida. However, Jackson’s vision of the United States was characterized most of all by 

the dogged pursuit of securing white supremacy within his nation’s borders. The United 

States would not relent.

Distinguishing Race and Removal

If the United States and the Seminoles were similarly fractured by race and 

politics, only the United States was in a position to leverage its opponent’s weaknesses. 

As the war stretched into its second year, the Seminoles remained in a holding pattern, 

avoiding Thomas Jesup’s patrols, harvesting their crops, and waiting in vain for the 

United States to falter. Jesup was much more proactive. Insightfully perceiving the 

cleavages in Seminole society, Jesup manipulated them to his advantage, moderating his 

most extreme objective – the re-enslavement of the Black Seminoles – to secure his 

primary one, the removal of the Seminoles. With his revised war plan, Jesup targeted the 

groups within the Seminole coalition least opposed to emigration, the Black Seminoles 

and older chiefs, leaving them a choice between the security of the West and a harsh, 

nomadic existence in Florida. The Black Seminoles who, whatever the nuances of their 

status, were slaves amongst the Seminoles, cast their lot with Jesup and freedom. Several 

older Seminole chiefs, leaders of their people, attempted to do the same, but were not 

secure enough in their power amid the influence of younger, more determined warriors, 

chiefs, and religious leaders. The threat of overwhelming violence was corrosive, 

weakening the bonds between and among various Seminole bands and the Black 

Seminoles. If United States coercion had made the Seminole alliance of Florida Indians 
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possible, it also eventually led to its destruction. As the conflict dragged on, their schisms 

widened while the United States remained fixated on its goals.15

At the end of January 1837, Jesup sent a prisoner of war into the wilderness with 

an offer to negotiate. He received his answer in the person of Abraham, the most 

influential Black Seminole among his people and Micanopy’s chief interpreter. In 1837, 

Abraham was about 45 years old, having been born into slavery and probably serving his 

youth as a household servant in Pensacola in Spanish West Florida. As a young man, he 

seized on the British offer of emancipation during the War of 1812 and most likely was 

present during Richard Keith Call’s destruction of the Negro Fort. In the aftermath, he 

made his escape south, to Bowlegs’ town on the Suwanee River, where he first 

encountered Micanopy. By all accounts an intelligent man, Abraham must have struck 

Micanopy as an ideal interpreter, well acquainted with white culture and possessed of a 

sagacious intellect. By 1835, Abraham was married, liberated from slavery, and had 

fathered several children. According to white observers, Abraham had risen in Seminole 

politics to become Micanopy’s chief advisor and it was his insistence that the Seminoles 

safeguard the relative freedom of the Black Seminoles that had instigated the war. Once 

the war began, Abraham was especially prominent in the hostilities, taking warriors into 

battle against enemy battalions and often leading the charge. In 1837, Abraham met with 

Jesup and agreed to organize a meeting between the general and Micanopy within days.16
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An able leader of the Black Seminoles and a trusted confidante of Micanopy, 

Abraham’s interests and those of the chief likely aligned at their March meeting with 

Jesup. Micanopy had never been fully committed to war and the long year of conflict 

would have done little to assuage his doubts. The Second Seminole War had had a 

debilitating effect on Seminole society as deprivation, starvation, and privation wracked 

Indians across the territory. At the meeting, with Abraham interpreting, Micanopy’s 

representatives - mostly close allies and family members, along with the Black Seminole 

leader John Cavallo - reached a deal with Thomas Jesup to end the war and emigrate west 

in return for compensation for their physical property, one year of subsistence, and a 

guarantee that their African-American slaves would accompany them. The agreement 

represented a decisive victory for the vast majority Black Seminoles, sparing them from 

the ravages of the United States chattel slave regime. Only the status of fugitive African-

Americans who had joined the Seminoles after the ambush of Dade’s command remained 

ambiguous, all others were safe from being reincorporated into the Deep South. 

Micanopy would no longer have to vie with ambitious young warriors to establish his 

authority over his people, but he was not blind to the threats that remained. The 

agreement with Jesup mandated that Micanopy himself would travel to Jesup’s camp and 

serve as a hostage to guarantee his peoples’ surrender. For Micanopy, who knew that his 

rivals would almost certainly resent his agreement, living in a United States outpost as a 

hostage might have been more secure than returning home.17

Micanopy had reason to believe he now occupied a precarious position. Some of 
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his most prominent rivals had acceded to his agreement, including Ote Emathla who 

signed it, but Osceola and Abiaka remained conspicuous in their absence. By May, 

Micanopy, Ote Emathla, and even Halpatter-Tustenugee had brought their bands to the 

designated posts near Tampa Bay, but Osceola, Abiaka, and Coacoochee, another 

military leader, sent only assurances that they would come along shortly. With 700 

Seminoles and Black Seminoles isolated and nearly committed to emigration, the 

situation was highly volatile as malaria swept through the Indian camps and slave 

catchers, some with the permission of Jesup, identified Black Seminoles who had been 

claimed by white masters. Further undermining the agreement he had made with 

Micanopy, Jesup struck a deal with the Seminole chief Coa Hadjo, who agreed to 

surrender every enslaved African-American who had joined the Seminoles since the start 

of the war. Betraying dozens of African-Americans who faced a bitter homecoming to 

hostile masters, Coa Hadjo alienated both Black Seminole leaders and Seminole warriors 

who identified with their interests. The delicate situation collapsed at the beginning of 

June when Osceola and Abiaka, leading 200 warriors, swept into the post and left with 

nearly all of the Indians and African-Americans who had gathered there.18

The exact chain of events that led to Osceola and Abiaka destroying Jesup and 

Micanopy’s agreement was never laid out clearly. Certainly, the two hardliners believed 

that the Seminoles could still win the war, Abiaka perhaps inspired by his faith and 

Osceola his military successes. Several white observers were convinced that Osceola and 

Abiaka had acted in defense of their African-American allies. The two leaders had long 

been closely aligned with leading Black Seminoles and they may have been reacting 
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against Jesup’s dalliances with local slaveholders. Osceola himself claimed that the 

Seminoles and Black Seminoles gathered at Tampa Bay had acted on their own volition, 

fearing that malaria might further spread through their settlements. Regardless of the 

precise thinking of Osceola, Abiaka, and the 200 warriors under their command, they 

reignited the war believing victory possible. Not having had to elude United States 

patrols throughout the duration of the agreement had allowed several bands to plant 

sizable crops and, with the oppressive Florida summer imminent, United States troops 

would remain in their quarters, fearful of the climate.19

Abiaka and Osceola forced Micanopy, Abraham, and their followers to make

even more difficult decisions. Confronted with Osceola’s arrival, the two men chose 

differently. Micanopy returned to the wilderness with his band while Abraham remained 

behind in Jesup’s custody. For Micanopy to remain at Tampa Bay likely would have 

meant the end of his chiefdom – for the remainder of the war, he followed Osceola, 

Abiaka, and Coacoochee’s lead. The next year, when Micanopy was again in United 

States custody, he explained he had only abandoned the agreement because he had been 

kidnapped by Osceola under the threat of violence. Regardless of whether Osceola had 

overtly threatened Micanopy, the warrior had proven more than willing to kill chiefs who 

submitted to United States compulsion and the threat had almost certainly hung in the air 

that night. That Micanopy never attempted to surrender again and, in fact, rebuffed offers 

to negotiate despite often being geographically separated from his rivals, suggested that 

younger, more militant leaders like Osceola, Coacoochee, and Abiaka held considerable 
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political influence beyond their capacity for violence.20

Abraham and several other Black Seminoles reacted differently to Osceola and 

Abiaka’s arrival. Abraham had lobbied heavily for the agreement, spending months 

contacting hesitant chiefs and convincing them to emigrate. It was possible he believed 

Osceola and other warriors would never overlook the degree of his collaboration with 

Jesup. With his family living at Tampa Bay, Abraham decided to remain with Jesup and 

cast his lot with the United States. Unlike other Black Seminoles who had gained renown 

throughout the Seminole nation for their prowess in battle, Abraham was primarily a 

political leader whose influence was rooted almost entirely in his relationship with 

Micanopy. Where Micanopy was protected by his familial history and hereditary 

authority, Abraham would have no such safeguards. By all accounts a pragmatic man, he 

likely understood, as Abiaka and Osceola did not, that the possibility of success in the 

Second Seminole War was remote. In remaining at Tampa Bay, Abraham made a 

conscious choice to forgo his ties to the Seminoles and offer his services to the United 

States, which he had spent the past decade urging Micanopy to rebuff. 

He had good reason. An able interpreter with intimate knowledge of Seminole 

government and culture, he, like other Black Seminoles, had much to offer to the army as 

guides and scouts. It was a service that he correctly calculated might be rewarded with a 

guarantee of freedom. Twenty-five years before, Abraham had escaped life as a slave in 

West Florida and joined with the British, embracing a future whose shape he did not 
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know. Isolated at Tampa Bay, he made the same decision and, once again, there was no 

turning back. Jesup had learned, and was happy to tell Abraham, that Seminole leaders 

had already tasked twenty warriors with the mission of assassinating the Black Seminole 

leader.21

Abraham understood the bind in which Osceola, Abiaka, and Coacoochee had 

placed wavering chiefs. Several months later in September 1837, Abraham transmitted a 

message to Coa Hadjo, who had escaped along with his fellow chiefs, warning him that 

to hold out against the United States would be his downfall. Though Abraham was almost 

certainly aware that Hadjo had struck a deal with Jesup to surrender African-American 

slaves who had joined the United States after the start of the war, he nevertheless urged 

the chief to come in peacefully. His interests, Abraham argued, no longer aligned with 

those of the warriors. Reminding him that years ago they had spoken in Arkansas as two 

members of the Seminole delegation that had inspected the territory, he recalled Hadjo 

comparing the relative lushness of the Arkansas countryside to the bitter deprivations of 

the barren reservation set aside by the Treaty of Moultrie Creek. According to Abraham, 

the last time they had talked Hadjo “did not know who would kill you first, the whites or 

your own people.” With defeat nearly assured, he warned Hadjo not to “sacrifice yourself 

to the advice of crazy men.” Abraham insisted that he still sympathized with Micanopy, 

Coa Hadjo, and Ote Emathla, all of whom he believed desired peace. Counseling him 

against the threats of Abiaka and his band of Micasuki Indians, Abraham reminded him 

that Abiaka did not speak for the traditional hereditary leadership and that only the events 

of the previous decade had bound their people together. Loyal to Micanopy’s faction, 

Abraham argued that surrender did not betray the Seminole nation but would instead 
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preserve it in the west.22

Other Black Seminole leaders, including John Cavallo who signed the agreement 

with Jesup, chose differently. Cavallo had been born the son and property of Seminole 

Indian Charles Cavallo, his mother being one of Charles Cavallo’s African-American 

slaves. In his early 20s at the start of the war, Cavallo distinguished himself for his 

prowess in battle and was a close ally of the warrior Coacoochee, a chief’s son who was 

earning acclaim for his leadership under fire. Though he was likely a leading member of 

the faction of Seminoles and Black Seminoles committed to war, Cavallo was married to 

a relative of Micanopy, leading him to go along with Micanopy and Abraham’s 

agreement with Jesup. Whatever the case, he actively joined Osceola and Abiaka on their 

march to Tampa Bay and was instrumental in convincing the people gathered there to 

renew the conflict. More thoroughly integrated into the military command of the uprising 

than other Black Seminoles, Cavallo chose to forgo the alliance with Jesup that Abraham 

had welcomed.23

The schisms that separated Seminoles and Black Seminoles in the wake of the 

agreement with Thomas Jesup sparked a chain of events that critically wounded the 

Seminole war effort. Following the peaceful summer months as United States soldiers 

remained indoors safe from the blinding Florida sun, detachments again trudged through 

the Florida wilderness in search of their enemy. One officer, Brigadier General Joseph 

Hernandez, had a stroke of luck. On the morning of September 8, a Black Seminole 

named John belonging to Chief Philip, the father of Coacoochee, came into camp with his 
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wife and surrendered. According to John, he and his wife had tired of the hardships of 

war and he threw himself on the mercy of Hernandez. To prove his loyalty and to 

safeguard his wife from re-enslavement, John offered to direct Hernandez to Chief 

Philip’s encampment. That night, a United States force swept through the settlement and 

captured Philip, the most influential Seminole captured to that point in the war.24

Through Philip, Jesup shattered the militant faction that had dominated Seminole 

politics. Likely utilizing the threat of force, he ordered Philip to send out messengers to 

bring in his son for a parley. Once Coacoochee arrived, Jesup detained him and several 

other leading warriors, violating the implicit promise of the white flag that protected 

wartime negotiators. He imprisoned several warriors in a nearby fort, only allowing 

Coacoochee to leave as a messenger because he held his father as a hostage. In October 

1837, Jesup repeated the deception, meeting with Osceola, Coa Hadjo, and John Cavallo 

under a white flag and again taking the leaders into custody. In swift succession, Jesup 

had captured several of the most influential Seminole warriors and, with Abiaka the only 

prominent proponent of war remaining in the field, critically undermined the Seminoles’ 

war leadership. Jesup had so much success utilizing the white flag as a means of 

deception that he would repeat it multiple times, in the most prominent instance, seizing 

Micanopy, Ote Emathla, and several other chiefs following their meeting with Cherokee 

mediators in December, 1837.25

With success in their grasp, however, army officials made a critical mistake.
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Jesup confined his most famous prisoners in Fort Marion where Coacoochee, John 

Cavallo, Philip, Osceola, about 20 warriors, and several women were locked into a room 

measuring eighteen feet by twenty feet, with a hole about eighteen feet above the floor to 

provide light. Over the course of several days, the prisoners formulated a plan of escape, 

prying the bars off the lone window and weaving blankets into ropes. On the appointed 

night, 20 of them were hoisted up about 13 feet to a ledge underneath the window, 

squeezed out through the tiny opening, and made their way to freedom. Philip and 

Osceola chose to remain behind, Philip being an old man and weary of war and Osceola 

then suffering from the quinsy that would soon kill him.26

With the Seminole and Black Seminole leadership decimated – Micanopy, Ote 

Emathla, Osceola, Philip, Coa Hadjo, and Abraham all were still in United States custody 

– the escape of Coacoochee and John Cavallo was instrumental in extending the war. 

Coacoochee was a young man, renowned for his courage and able to unite disparate clans 

through his hereditary claims to leadership. No one else could have inspired the 

remaining Seminole bands to continue their resistance. Similarly, John Cavallo, who had 

proven himself an able commander over the previous two years of the war, could best 

rally the remaining Black Seminoles to his cause. With Micanopy, Coa Hadjo, and 

several other older chiefs still in captivity, Jesup’s opportunity to settle the war peacefully 

was over. Coacoochee and his men fled directly to Halpatter-Tustenugee and Abiaka who 

had gathered their forces near Lake Okeechobee.27

In some respects, for the Seminoles and the Black Seminoles who massed at Lake 
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Okeechobee, carving notches in trees to steady their guns while they awaited the coming 

United States storm, the calculus of the war had been greatly simplified. Jesup had 

successfully captured many of the older chiefs, mostly men of an earlier generation who 

had not welcomed conflict with the United States. Those who remained at Okeechobee 

relished the fight. Zachary Taylor, marching for their location at the head of a thousand 

men, might have ended the Seminole resistance had they been overcome. The Seminoles 

and Black Seminoles remaining in the field had little choice. Victory over the United 

States army in a direct confrontation would reignite their prior strategy of wearing down 

their enemy’s patience beyond all endurance.28

Taylor’s men came in waves at the Seminoles’ position and were rebuffed. 26 

whites died in the attack and over 110 lay wounded. The Seminoles suffered 

comparatively minor losses. The victory at the Battle of Okeechobee represented the last 

gasp of effective Seminole resistance. The Seminoles melted away into the wilderness, 

Taylor being unable to follow because he had to care for the wounded.

The Battle of Okeechobee was almost an overwhelming success for the 

Seminoles. In its aftermath, Jesup wrote to his superiors and made a serious proposal to 

allow the Seminoles to remain in Florida. They had whittled away at the general, 

undermined his faith in the war effort, and shaken his resolve. His superiors, however, 

were unyielding. After the Seminoles dispersed into the Florida wilderness and the Van 

Buren administration rejected Jesup’s overtures, the course of the war trudged forward in 
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a grinding process of attrition.29

If the aftermath of the Battle of Okeechobee revealed how far the Seminoles were 

from victory, it justified the Black Seminoles’ involvement in the war. In early February, 

as Jesup appealed to his superiors to allow the Seminoles to remain in Florida, he sent a 

message through African-American messengers to John Cavallo telling him that should 

Cavallo and his people surrender, he would guarantee them their freedom from both 

white and Indian owners and protect them from Seminole reprisals. For the Black 

Seminoles, many of whom were claimed by white owners and the vast majority of whom 

were actually owned by Seminole Indians, the offer amounted to an emancipation 

proclamation. Jesup had only one demand of the Black Seminoles. Radicalized by the 

Seminoles and unbound by white overseers, they would have to remove themselves from 

Florida and go west, to Indian country.30

The vast majority of Black Seminoles seized on Jesup’s offer. By March, he had 

sent nearly every Black Seminole in his custody to Fort Pike in Louisiana to begin the 

journey to Arkansas. In April 1838, John Cavallo led 27 other Black Seminoles to an 

army outpost and surrendered. Though most embarked immediately, some Black 

Seminole leaders including Abraham remained in Florida, receiving pay from the army in 

return for their service as interpreters. For his work, Abraham earned a daily wage of 

$2.50, a sizable sum for the time.31

As a scout and interpreter, Abraham did not take up arms against the Seminoles. 

He continued to advocate for peace among the Indians, persisting in his belief that the 
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Seminoles could not hope to survive in Florida with the United States committed to their 

removal. His council was instrumental in convincing Halpatter-Tustenugee to surrender 

and it was his emissaries who had reached John Cavallo and convinced him to come in, 

secure in he and his band’s freedom. As Jesup prepared to leave Florida, Abraham sent 

him a letter, attesting to his faithful service and requesting written confirmation that he 

would be protected against slavecatchers and hostile Seminoles. Reminding the general 

that he and his fellow Black Seminoles “do not live for our selves only, but for our wives 

& children who are as dear to us as those of any other men,” he hoped Jesup would repay 

him for his aid in bringing the war closer to a conclusion. With his last act as commander 

of the Florida War, Jesup complied, recognizing Abraham and other Black Seminoles’ 

contributions in writing and pledging to protect their freedom in the west. With Jesup 

relieved of command, the vast majority of Black Seminoles having surrendered, and 

much of the traditional Seminole leadership captured, the war moved on to another phase. 

Among the most influential Seminoles, only Coacoochee and Abiaka remained in the 

field.32

By the third year of the Second Seminole War, the alliance of the Seminoles and 

the Black Seminoles had become even more splintered by the competing interests of 

coherent factions. These divides did not follow strict racial lines. Rather, some Black 

Seminoles and some Seminoles favored removal given certain guarantees from the 

United States while other Seminoles and Black Seminoles prioritized resisting removal. 

When individual leaders – first Micanopy and Abraham, then Halpatter-Tustenugee and 

John Cavallo – concluded that the cause was hopeless, they approached Thomas Jesup 
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and accepted emigration. For the Black Seminoles who achieved their emancipation, this 

chain of events justified their participation in the war and protected them from the worst 

ravages of the slave society they abandoned. They did not betray the Seminoles. 

Abraham had counseled conciliation, as both chief advisor to Micanopy and as a United 

States interpreter. John Cavallo had remained in the field, fighting beside Coacoochee 

and many hundreds of other Seminoles, until he made the same calculation and 

surrendered. In all, the African-Americans who survived the war had benefitted from it 

greatly, aiding the Seminoles until their cause war appeared lost and gaining significant 

concessions from their enemy when they laid down their arms. For the faction of leaders 

like Micanopy and Coa Hadjo who advocated conciliation, the war fundamentally 

undercut their authority. When the Seminoles arrived in the Indian Territory, they would 

not enjoy the influence they once had. The militant Seminoles who had led the fight 

against the Americans suffered as well. With the exception of Abiaka, they were forced 

to confront a bitter truth: no matter how convincing the logic, the United States could not 

be dissuaded.

“The Whites Are Too Strong”

Over the final years of the war, Coacoochee and Abiaka fought lonely battles 

against the forces arrayed against them, still determined to elongate the war beyond the 

endurance of the United States. Their strategy remained the same as it had been during 

the first years of the war. They and their followers hid in the wilderness, moving further 

south, away from United States patrols. When Major General Alexander Macomb arrived 

in Florida to sign a peace, Abiaka readily agreed when he believed it might allow his 
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band to remain on their land. When he found out he was being misled, he reignited the 

war by having his allies launch an attack against an unprepared military trading post, 

killing dozens of whites. In the aftermath, they again dispersed, unwilling to confront the 

enemy en masse. With their ranks of warriors diminished and the Black Seminoles 

having abandoned the field, the Seminoles no longer had the capability to defeat 

concentrated United States forces in a pitched battle.33

Faced with the intractability of his enemies, Coacoochee accepted emigration as 

well. Personally, he was willing to bear any sacrifice to remain in Florida, but would not 

ask the men and women who followed him to do the same. With the departure of 

Coacoochee’s band and in the aftermath of John Tyler’s inauguration, removing every 

Seminole down to the last man, woman, and child no longer appeared so urgent. In 1842, 

Tyler, the last commanding officer of the Florida campaign Colonel Worth, and Senator 

Thomas Hart Benton, arrived at a series of policies that they believed would secure 

United States regional hegemony in the southeast. Worth sent a message to Abiaka and 

Holata Micco, the leader of another band of Florida Indians, and informed them of an 

informal arrangement. So long as the remaining Indians, numbering about 300, remained 

south of the Pease River in the southern part of the peninsula, they would be allowed to 

remain in Florida undisturbed. After seven years of fighting and amidst the decimation of 

Seminole society, the Florida Indians had finally worn down the United States.34

A year before, prior to his emigration, Coacoochee had struggled to comprehend 

how the Seminoles had won every major battle and lost the war. Upon the warrior’s 

surrender, Colonel William Worth had held him captive and threatened his life unless he 
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sent messengers into the wilderness who could convince the rest of his band to come in. 

The message Coacoochee sent was a wrenching one, with a bitter admission at its core: “I 

have turned my back and closed my eyes upon our land and the graves of the Seminoles. 

The whites are too strong.” And from Coacoochee’s perspective, his enemies must have 

appeared unfathomably strong. They had persevered through lost battles, ambushes, 

strategic setbacks, and month after month of futile searching for an enemy they could not 

pin down. The United States commanded vast resources – innumerable soldiers, river 

boats, ocean vessels, endless stocks of weapons, inexhaustible ammunition. And yet, the 

United States had fought for seven years and withdrew with hundreds of Seminoles 

remaining in Florida. The war had begun when Andrew Jackson scribbled a brief order 

on the back of a letter sending a few hundred troops to quell the Seminole uprising and 

by its end his party was two years out of power.35

The whites may have been too strong, but it was a peculiar kind of strength. It was 

rooted not in their tremendous resources or some fount of inexhaustible courage, but in a 

dogged preoccupation with the consolidation of national authority in Florida and, with it, 

the regional hegemony of white supremacy. It was an unyielding focus, one that allowed 

intelligent actors like Abraham and John Cavallo to manipulate United States officials 

and secure their emancipation. For the Seminoles, the fight was not entirely in vain. 

Chastened by seven years of humiliating defeats, the United States surrendered many of 

its most stringent demands, even if it would not allow a critical mass of Seminoles to 

remain in Florida under any circumstances. Yet, Coacoochee was right, the whites were 

too strong. Not too strong to defeat the Seminoles, but too weak to admit they could lose 

to them, which, at a cost of tens of millions of dollars and over 1500 lives, amounted to 
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the same thing.
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Chapter 7

The “Mock-War Spirit”: The Unsteady Path from Conquest to Imperialism

On June 1, 1839, the words “Shame!!! Shame!!! Shame!!!” would have drawn the 

eyes of any reader of the Tallahassee newspaper, The Floridian. In the unlikely event 

they did not, seven hands pointed downward and, from below, an additional seven hands 

pointed upwards, themselves bracketed by an additional chorus of “Shame!!! Shame!!! 

Shame!!!” The occasion: Major General Alex Macomb had concluded a treaty with the 

Seminoles that allowed them a small reservation in the southwestern tip of Florida, far 

from the frontier on lands that few whites had ever seen. Prior to the treaty’s signing, the 

vast majority of the territory’s population considered the land literally uninhabitable. 

Nevertheless, many recoiled at ending the war on any grounds aside from total victory. 

“We fear we shall be laughed at, the next 4th of July,” protested a writer for one 

Mississippi paper. Over the coming weeks, Democratic newspapers scoffed at Macomb 

for presuming Indians would abide by their treaties and citizen committees in Florida 

dashed off ever more urgent appeals to Washington to abrogate the agreement. The war 

did not end.1

A little over three years later, on August 14, 1842, the final commanding officer 

in Florida, Colonel William Worth, announced an end to the Florida War through the 

medium of an informal declaration. The terms of his peace were largely the same as those 

of Macomb’s. Indians who were willing to go west would be given land, supplies, and 

transportation, while those whose wished to remain in Florida could do so, provided they 
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confined themselves to a strip of land in southern Florida of little value to white settlers. 

Once again, many Florida citizens complained. They argued that frontier violence had not 

wholly abated and, regardless, they could not countenance living in such close proximity 

to the Indians who had haunted them over seven years. Their pleas fell on deaf ears. The 

end of the Second Seminole War passed quietly, occupying brief stories on the third 

pages of newspapers across the country, occasioning minor debate in the House of 

Representatives, and fading away, largely out of the national consciousness. 

Though there were few battles and fewer breakthroughs, the three years between 

Macomb and Worth’s agreements were not uneventful. In their struggles to ease the 

tensions of national expansion, subjugation, and republicanism, several influential leaders 

experimented with both pacifistic and violent solutions to end the war. Macomb’s treaty 

briefly experimented with the principle of dealing with Indians as a sovereign people 

under international law until his peace was shattered by the massacre of Major William 

Harney’s command several months later. Harney’s brutal counter offensive, along with 

Colonel Zachary Taylor’s controversial tactic of importing bloodhounds from Cuba, 

galvanized despondent Jacksonians across the country. Their provocative repudiation of 

moral constraint in Indian warfare seemed to fulfill Jackson’s vision of the nation even 

while they discarded his insistence on protecting Indians from the worst excesses of 

settler violence. Yet those methods failed as well, unable to overcome the Seminoles’ 

insurmountable tactical advantages and defeated by brief, voluble protests of national 

Whigs and anti-slavery leaders.

The politicians and officers who ended the Second Seminole War overcame 

unyielding constraints. Criticism from partisan papers, appeals from southern planters, 
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and the cries of Florida settlers prevented them from signing any treaty with the 

Seminoles. Yet both the exigencies of the battlefield and a long tradition of moral 

restraint inveighed against extermination as well. The preceding several years of political 

wrangling had inexorably led to a single conclusion - Indians would not be allowed to 

remain on land east of the Mississippi River against the wishes of the white populace. 

Indian removal, by one means or another, would remain the settled law of the United 

States. The solution upon which politicians and officers converged - armed occupation -

was the only means by which they could mediate the tensions of contemporary political 

culture and the undeniable reality that some Seminoles could not be removed.

The war itself ended slowly, in fits and starts. Over a period of years, William 

Henry Harrison defeated Martin Van Buren, Vice President John Tyler succeeded 

Harrison, and several commanding officers entered Florida, flailed in the wilderness, and 

requested transfer. Finally, in 1842, Tyler, Secretary of War John Spencer, and 

commanding officer Colonel William Worth began the slow process of ending the war on 

terms satisfactory to themselves and the public. Worth neutralized as many Indians as 

possible using every tactic, violent and peaceable, available to him. At the same time, 

Spencer seized on Benton’s Armed Occupation Act as the most effective means of 

securing the Florida frontier. The two campaigns were inextricably linked. On August 4, 

1842, Thomas Hart Benton shepherded his bill through Congress and eight days later 

Worth wrote to Tyler, unilaterally declaring the war at an end.

The terms of the Armed Occupation Act laid bare the implications of a war 

against Indian sovereignty. It appropriated hundreds of thousands of acres that had once 

belonged to the Seminoles and conveyed them to white settlers, at no monetary cost. The 
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newly arrived settlers had to make only one payment, a pledge to police their homesteads 

against the trespasses of the Indians who had once lived upon their property. Though 

Worth’s peace and Benton’s homestead bill forced the Seminoles to emigrate dozens 

rather than thousands of miles, they nonetheless erected a new status quo in Florida, one 

in which whites were legally empowered to seize Indian land and specifically marked 

Seminoles, who lacked legal, bureaucratic, and institutional relationships with the United 

States, as enemies of the state. 

Three years after the end of the Second Seminole War, the United States 

welcomed Florida into the Union. It took its place alongside its neighbors, Georgia and 

South Carolina, fully integrated into the cultural and political fabric of the Deep South. 

Plantation slavery, which had once only been predominant in Middle Florida, slowly 

spread into East Florida, enveloping the ground upon which the Seminoles had once trod. 

If a few hundred Seminoles remained in southern Florida, if the war lasted seven years 

amidst multiple humiliating setbacks, if the Democratic Party had lost its hold on the 

presidency in some small part due to its failure there, the southern slaveholders who had 

provoked the war and demanded its perpetuation nevertheless emerged victorious. It was 

more a material victory than an ideological one, but they had fulfilled their goals 

nonetheless.

The Perils of Treaty Making

In the spring of 1839, Major General Alexander Macomb departed for Florida. 

Like a generation of military officers, Macomb had risen to prominence during the War 

of 1812, defeating the British in the Battle of Plattsburgh and earning promotion to the 
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rank of general. When Major General Jacob Brown passed away in 1828, Macomb had 

the good fortune to be less personally combative than his peers, Edmund Gaines and 

Winfield Scott. Not wishing to exacerbate their feud, John Quincy Adams elevated the 

less-accomplished Macomb to the rank of commanding general of the entire United 

States army. Like Scott and Gaines, Macomb belonged to an earlier era of frontier 

relations. Born in Detroit during the Revolutionary War, he retained a romantic view of 

Indian character and infamously, just a decade before, had published a play, Pontiac, 

commemorating the life and death of the famous chief to a resounding dearth of acclaim. 

A man out of time, in testing the boundaries of the United States’ nascent expansionistic 

culture, Macomb would learn the limits of both his romanticism and the earlier ideals of 

Indian relations to which he clung.2

Following the calamitous events of the previous few months - Jesup’s failed 

treaty, the controversial ambush of Osceola, and Osceola’s death in captivity – in March 

1839, Secretary of War Joel Poinsett dispatched Macomb to Florida with orders as 

muddled as the ones that had hamstrung previous commanders. At once, Macomb was to 

protect the settlers, vigorously prosecute the war, and convince the Seminoles to accede 

to the terms of the Treaty of Payne’s Landing. In no way did Macomb’s mission 

represent a change in United States policy; his orders were identical to those of Gaines, 

Scott, Jesup, and Taylor. However, Poinsett did leave Macomb a loophole. While the 
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final details of removal were arranged, Macomb could offer the Seminoles land in the 

southern tip of Florida, as they awaited transport.3

When Macomb arrived at Fort Heilmann to meet with the commanding officer in 

Florida, Zachary Taylor, he found the men station there in a state of abject depression. 

Taylor immediately volunteered his opinion, one he said was nearly universal among his 

officer corps, that the war could not be won unless the government allowed the 

Seminoles to remain in Florida. However, he warned Macomb that even negotiating with 

the Seminoles would be difficult. Having witnessed many of their fellow chiefs being 

captured deceitfully under a white flag, the remaining Seminole leaders were 

understandably reluctant to meet with Macomb. Nevertheless, the major general sent 

several messengers into the wilderness and waited for responses. When he finally earned 

an audience with several Indian chiefs from Abiaka’s band, though not Abiaka himself, 

Macomb made a surprising offer. Misleading either Poinsett or the Seminoles, Macomb 

informed the Seminoles of Poinsett’s offer of a temporary reservation in Florida while 

they awaited further arrangements for removal. However, in his words, not thinking “it

politic … to say any thing about their emigration,” he allowed the Seminoles to think the 

situation permanent. Whether he intended to challenge Poinsett to undermine a peaceful 

resolution of the conflict or to trick the Seminoles onto a small piece of land to facilitate 

their capture, he did not say.4
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Whatever Macomb’s plan, it stood little chance of success. Of the four remaining 

hostile Seminole bands, he had only managed to make contact with one. The other three 

roamed the Everglades unbound by their agreement. Accordingly, Taylor continued to 

militarize the frontier, extending posts along rivers and at checkpoints in hopes of 

choking off further Seminole escape routes. His actions could hardly have convinced the 

other three groups of hostile Indians to abide by a peace treaty of which they had learned 

only through rumor. Further north, Florida citizens were in a panic. Terrified at the 

prospect of sharing the peninsula with the Seminoles, many young men petitioned 

Governor Richard Keith Call for permission to revive the Florida militia and march on 

the Seminoles themselves.5

If Macomb’s treaty was tactically limited in the field, it was even more of a 

political disaster. Van Buren never commented upon it. Poinsett quickly sent letters to 

members of the Florida elite assuring them that removal remained the war’s overarching 

objective. Within days, excerpts of letters in which Poinsett implicitly declaimed 

responsibility for Macomb’s actions reached newspapers and further isolated the 

commanding general. Over the preceding several years, nearly every prominent 

American who had spoken of the war had written the Seminoles out of Florida, whether 

through violence or through negotiation. By countervailing that trend, whatever his 

intentions, Macomb had embraced the unconscionable. It was likely of little comfort to 
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him, but he was given the benefit of the doubt: newspapers tended to refer to him as a 

dupe for trusting Indians at their word rather than as a coward afraid to fight.6

Macomb’s critics were sure it was only a matter of time before the Seminoles 

struck again. Skepticism ran high among army officers in Florida, who agreed that by 

failing to strike bargains with each of the four belligerent Seminole bands, Macomb’s 

peace was doomed to failure. Nationally, the criticism of Macomb turned on less 

pragmatic concerns. For the most vocal detractors, peace on any terms save removal was 

itself a chimera. They argued that with Seminole bands to the south, Florida settlements 

would suffer the constant threat of massacre. In the event of a foreign invasion, the new 

reservation would serve as a ready-made beachhead for onrushing troops. In short, they 

reiterated the underlying rationale of the war itself. Absent both a pragmatic justification 

for Florida’s continued security alongside Seminole settlements and an ideological 

defense of treaty making as a viable aspect of United States frontier policy, Macomb’s 

treaty fell victim to the same political realities that had instigated the war in 1835.7

With the truce still in place, however tenuously, during the summer of 1839, 

Taylor instructed Lieutenant William Harney to organize a trading post at Fort Van 

Buren, near Tampa Bay. Along with twenty-two dragoons, Harney opened the store and 

Indians came and went peacefully, abiding by the terms of Macomb’s peace. On July 22, 

1839, Harney returned exhausted to his camp late at night from hunting swine on a 

nearby island and collapsed in his tent, neglecting to check his camp’s defenses. He 

awoke to chaos. Nearly 160 warriors had invaded his post, and his men, caught unawares, 
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were largely unarmed. Harney ran for the nearby woods, darkened his face with mud, and 

walked to the coast. By nightfall, he had connected with ten of his men and, upon 

returning to camp, discovered eight bodies. In all, the Indians had killed sixteen soldiers 

and civilians stationed at the fort.8

In some respects, it was as Macomb’s critics had feared. He had made his peace 

with chiefs who lacked the authority to command every Seminole remaining in Florida. 

The band who had led the massacre, the so-called “Spanish Indians,” was a loosely 

organized group of Indians who had lived in southwestern Florida for several years. Their 

ties to the rest of the Seminoles were weak, and they almost certainly did not consider 

themselves bound by Macomb’s treaty. Led by a warrior named Chakaika, the band was 

attracted by the frontier post’s abundant trade goods and its lax defenses, a dangerous 

combination amid the chaos of war. Casting Macomb’s treaty in a worse light, many 

accused Abiaka, with whose band Macomb had struck his peace, of helping to plan the 

attack. Further implicating the chief, after Abiaka promised to apprehend those 

responsible, he invited several officers to his camp only to have several warriors open fire 

upon their approach. As Taylor restocked his battalions, Seminole bands attacked isolated 

outposts, small parties, and passing steamships. Macomb’s peace was over.

Whether Abiaka was responsible for the attack or not, the Harney ambush 

demonstrated the impossibility of peace in Florida in 1839. Through their strained, 

though not yet shattered, relationship with the Black Seminoles and Florida’s African-

American population, the Seminoles were not wholly isolated from the white press. They 

might have been aware of Macomb’s public protestation that peace was only temporary, 
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giving lie to all that Macomb had promised during the negotiations. At the very least, the 

Seminoles knew of the hostility of vocal whites throughout the country and within 

Florida who would not accept their survival in Florida at any price. Along with Jesup’s 

exploitation of the white flag, the thrust of white strategy had all but discredited treaty 

making by the war’s fourth year. Once the Harney Massacre shattered that peace, the 

resumption of war was inevitable. Even if Abiaka had dissembled from the start and 

never intended to honor his peace with Macomb, he reflected the same dishonesty as 

those with whom he dealt. No moral chasm separated Osceola’s white flag, Macomb’s 

silence over emigration, and the Harney ambush.9

William Harney and War to the Rope

During the summer of 1841, one New England newspaper castigated General 

Walker Armistead for signing a minor treaty with one band of Indians. Victory “must be 

effectual to be permanent,” the author wrote, “and to be effectual it must be either entire 

extermination or complete subjection.” Throughout the eighteen months following the 

Harney ambush, the United States experimented with extermination. Where Jackson had 

launched the Second Seminole War ostensibly to bring “progress and civilization” to both 

Florida and the Seminoles, military officers in 1840 employed tactics that demonstrated a 

callous disregard for Seminole personhood, the accepted norms of warfare, and the long-

standing identification of United States war aims with the spread of liberty. Thomas 

Jesup’s seizure of Osceola was deceptive and shameful, but it paled in comparison to the 

actions of Governor Richard Keith Call, General Zachary Taylor, Lieutenant William 
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Harney, and scores of others who forcefully cast aside moral restraint in their war against 

the Seminoles. Call and Taylor’s decision to import bloodhounds from Cuba and 

Harney’s murderous rampage through the Florida wilderness represented a radical shift in 

tactics, embracing Indian eradication in place of Indian removal. Hailed in some quarters 

and castigated in others, their actions clarified the stakes of United States frontier policy. 

The alternative to Indian removal might not have been the ideals of assimilation that had 

animated early republic Indian policy. It might have been annihilation.10

For several years, Florida citizens had lobbied for the importation of bloodhounds 

as the easiest, most effective means of winning the war. The dogs had earned a reputation 

from their service in the Caribbean. Able to track enemies, invariably nonwhite, through 

swamps and wildernesses, they possessed heightened senses that neutralized the natives’ 

knowledge of the environment. Implacable, untiring, and unmoved by empathy, they 

appeared the ideal corrective to a United States army that many derided as merciful, 

languid, and overly compassionate. The dogs’ capabilities were infamous, colonial states 

having employed them against nonwhites in both the Haitian Revolution and the Second 

Maroon War in Jamaica. The dogs were bred to be beasts. Prior to the Haitian 

Revolution, French officials had sacrificed imprisoned black men to the dogs, holding 

showcases in which the bloodhounds literally devoured their victims. Weapons meant to 

be unleashed against the subhuman, the bloodhounds seemed fitting predators against the 

Seminoles.11
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Though many Florida elites and United States officers had considered utilizing 

Cuban bloodhounds in the past, they had decided it unwise. Thomas Jesup had 

infamously suggested and disclaimed their use in the same letter, believing the public 

unwilling to countenance such an extreme tactic. Despite Jesup’s public reluctance, 

Secretary of War Joel Poinsett claimed to have received numerous letters from military 

officers in Florida and, as he put it, from “the most enlightened citizens of that Territory” 

urging their adoption. In 1838, Poinsett himself endorsed their use following a request

from Zachary Taylor, but neither chose to make the arrangements for their importation, 

likely not wanting to be held responsible for their use. However, following the Harney 

ambush, public outcry within Florida for their importation mounted steadily.12

Governor Richard Keith Call took the initiative by sending an emissary to Cuba 

who returned with thirty-three of the notorious Cuban bloodhounds and four trainers in 

tow. Upon their arrival, Call’s successor, Robert Reid, offered the dogs to Zachary 

Taylor, who accepted them readily. In the field, the fabled bloodhounds amounted to 

nothing. Several decades before, they had effectively brought the decades-long Maroon 

War in Jamaica to an end, but in Florida, the bloodhounds wandered aimlessly, unable to 

track the Seminoles through the Florida wilderness. In trial runs, when military officers 

sent captured Indians off into the woods and loosed the dogs on their trail, the trainers 

watched dumbfounded as the dogs showed little interest in pursuing them. Either the 

bloodhounds’ reputation had been overblown or the skill of their trainers had atrophied 
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over the previous decades. Whatever the case, the bloodhounds added two thousand 

dollars to the cost of the war and contributed nothing to its conclusion.13

Though the bloodhounds produced few results on the battlefield, advocates and 

critics of the war nevertheless seized upon them as emblematic of the conflict. 

Abolitionists believed the use of the dogs demonstrated the war’s perfidiousness, the 

army acting as no more than a motley group of slave catchers. Proponents of the use of 

dogs were equally passionate in defense. The Seminoles had violated the norms of 

civilized warfare, they argued, and the only solution was pure, unrestrained bloodshed.14

For their defenders, the use of bloodhounds was exhilarating. Finally, the United 

States was dispensing with the petty moral restraints that had hamstrung the war effort 

and recognized instead what one Florida newspaper described as the Seminoles’ true 

nature: “They should be hunted out, as felons are hunted out – as murderers and fugitives 

from justice are hunted out … and hunted down as the wild tiger is hunted down.” A 

letter-writer to a Washington newspaper decried the Seminoles as “wolf-like,” reminded 

the editors that they would not bind themselves by any treaty, and asked why “should 

they not be pursued and destroyed by dogs, as are other beasts of prey.” Those who 

supported the dogs could imagine no other end to the war save through pools of blood. 

Though some officials protested the bloodhounds were meant to corner Indians not rend 

their victims limb-from-limb, those who embraced the dogs thought the ameliorative 

efforts counter-productive. In an oft-reprinted article, one writer castigated the 
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government for muzzling the bloodhounds before sending them after their prey. The use 

of muzzles was absurd, he argued, akin to soldiers who “have been directed shoot blank 

cartridges.”15

The proponents of the bloodhounds celebrated their use not merely as an 

alternative to allowing the Seminoles to remain in Florida, but as embodying the very 

principles that underlay Indian removal. Though at times some authors demurred, the 

implication of their arguments was clear: the Seminoles were too savage to survive. They 

did not insist that abject fear of the dogs would motivate the surrender of Indian bands, 

nor did they imagine that the dogs might force Indians to climbs trees in which they 

would be easily captured. Rather, the use of the dogs allowed proponents to fantasize 

about the violent deaths of the Seminoles, enemies they explicitly and implicitly argued 

lacked the compassion of fully rounded human beings. The bloodhounds were a tool of 

extermination, not removal.

The proponents of extermination were even more animated by William Harney’s 

return to the field. Since the massacre that bore his name, Harney had waited over a year, 

biding his time as Zachary Taylor and his successors gradually extended patrols 

throughout the Florida wilderness. He had seethed, still haunted by the sight of the bodies 

of his men strewn about his camp. Finally, in December, 1840, General Walker 

Armistead authorized Harney to lead ninety-six men and a young African-American 

guide, John, against the Spanish Indians who had massacred his command.16

                                                          
15

 “Blood Hounds,” The Floridian, December 7, 1839; “The Florida War.,” Daily National Intelligencer, 
August 19, 1840; Apalachicola Gazette reprinted in The North American and Daily Advertiser, April, 6, 
1840.
16

 Armistead’s son, General Lewis Armistead, fought for the Confederacy and died in Pickett’s Charge at 
the Battle of Gettysburg.



312

Harney, a life-long military officer, earned distinction throughout his career for 

both his service and his ruthlessness. Born on the Tennessee frontier, Harney proved 

himself to be especially capable in Indian conflict, leading successful expeditions against 

various Indian nations over several decades, including the Seminoles, Sauk, and Sioux. 

Fifteen years after the end of the Second Seminole War, once again on a punitive 

mission, Harney would lead several hundred men into battle against a Sioux village, 

leaving dozens of men, women, and children dead. Among the relatives of his victims, he 

became known as “Squaw Killer.” Against the Seminoles, Harney was no less violent. As 

he exclaimed in a letter to Zachary Taylor, “our humane efforts to save a portion of the 

Indians from extermination have only led to another exhibition … of malice and 

disregard of their pledges … There must be no more talking – they must be hunted down 

like so many beasts … Let every one taken be hung up in the woods to inspire terror in 

the rest.”17

Harney took his men deep into the Everglades, traveling terrain where, as one 

Florida newspaper put it, “us white men have never been.” Directly ignoring an explicit 

order from Armistead, Harney and his men disguised themselves as Indians, hoping to 

come upon their prey unaware. Two days into their expedition, they encountered the 

enemy: two warriors and their families traveling in canoes. Fulfilling his promise to 

Taylor, Harney and his men captured the Indians and, with their families watching, hung 

the two warriors from the tallest tree they could find. In the aftermath, when his African-

American guide momentarily lost his bearings, Harney turned to the captive Indian 
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women and threatened to hang their children if they did not lead them to the Spanish 

Indians’ camp. To his credit, when they refused, Harney decided not to carry out his 

threat and waited for his guide to regain his sense of direction. Several days later, still 

disguised as Indians, Harney and his men crept into their enemies’ camp soon after 

sunrise and launched an ambush of their own, shooting and scalping the unarmed chief of 

the band, Chakaiaka, and, after a fierce firefight, killing nearly every Indian combatant. 

In all, the troops captured several dozen Indian women and children and three warriors. 

Harney ordered his men to retrieve Chakaika’s body, had his men hang two of the 

captured warriors that night and, before the chief’s captured wife, mother, and sister, 

hanged Chakaika’s bloody body from the same tree. Harney and his men returned, 

proudly, to Key Biscayne about a week later with thirty-six captives.18

More significant than Harney’s violent actions were the extent to which they were 

celebrated. Harney, alone among the officer corps, personified the all-consuming Indian-

hatred that animated the war’s most ardent supporters. Upon the major’s return, 

newspapers throughout the South lionized his campaign. Naturally, his first admirers 

hailed from Florida. The day after an 1841 New Year’s party, the people of St. Augustine 

threw a second festival, publicly commending Harney’s service and displaying a banner 

bearing the words “Lieut. Col. Wm. S. Harney," “Everglades!,” “No more treaties,” and 

“War to the Rope!” It marked a raucous celebration with music and spontaneous cheers 

from the assembled town, punctuated by the firing of cannon. Overlooking the revelry, 

the organizers raised a man-sized replica of an Indian and suspended it from a tree. At 
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once, they cheered Harney, the execution of Indians, the repudiation of treaty making, 

and the violent affirmation of white supremacy. Not to be outdone, the territorial 

legislature of Florida quickly passed a resolution applauding Harney. The resolution 

argued that as the Seminoles “had forfeited all claims to the usages of civilized warfare,” 

Harney’s summary execution of the “males and warriors” was wholly justified. The lives 

of every male Seminole, regardless of their level of engagement in the war, were declared 

forfeit.19

Terror and violence animated Harney’s defenders. The correspondent of one 

Georgia newspaper wrote that he was like the commanders of old, “the bible in one hand, 

and the halter in the other – one teaching them they will never die, and the other in a 

moment bringing them to an end.” Others argued that the value of Harney’s tactics 

transcended the visceral. By invoking terror in his enemies he would more quickly bring 

about the end of the war, regardless of how many men he hanged. According to a 

Baltimore newspaper, there would be no more temporizing: the Indians would have to 

surrender or die, and most likely they would wither in the face of Harney’s resolve.20

The ranks of Harney’s defenders did not entirely consist of the bloodthirsty. As 

the St. Augustine banner that had forsworn treaties had implicitly argued, in the context 

of the controversy over Macomb’s treaty and the long trajectory of United States Indian 

policy, Harney’s offensive was a political statement. Consequently, when one Alabama 

newspaper argued that Harney had finally discovered the most expeditious means of 

removing Indians west (“fanatics will rail, never fear; an ‘express’ for males – through 
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by light – no halfway house – places airy and elevated – passengers allowed their own 

swing – all settling done without calling at the ‘captain’s office’ – no charges at the bar, 

slings gratis – we trust the new line will be everywhere encouraged”), they argued not 

only against treaty-making as the foundation of United States policy, but even against 

Jackson’s policies of institutional subordination. Applause came from all over the 

country. One Connecticut newspaper argued that Harney’s “energy and enterprise” had 

done more to bring the war to a conclusion than “half a dozen of the Generals who have 

endeavored to effect the same object by means of treaties.” At stake was the future of 

United States Indian policy and whether removal or extermination would predominate.  

Treaties, and the ideals that had been the bedrock of an earlier era, were barely a 

consideration.21

In lauding Harney’s conduct, his advocates lumped together proponents of Indian 

removal, United States commanding generals, and critics of removal as all being 

similarly empathetic toward the Seminoles, obliterating the chasms that separated those 

groups. To the bloodthirsty, all three groups imagined the Seminoles and, by extension, 

Indians generally, to have a place in American society, in the most literal sense. Where 

Washington, Jefferson and, to a very limited extent, Jackson wrestled with the question of 

Indian fitness for republican society, those who idealized Harney believed Indians had no 

right to life. Their Indian-hating spanned several levels of consciousness: visceral hatred, 

pragmatic self-interest, and nationalistic fervor.

Despite the volubility of his most ardent supporters, Harney’s actions did not 

inspire the same volume of protest as the bloodhounds. In part, that was because the 
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imagined viciousness of the bloodhounds was far more horrifying than the actual 

execution of Seminoles, the rending of bodies being as rare as hanging was common. 

Moreover, Harney’s violence was as much personal as political. Few doubted his right to 

avenge himself against the Indians who had massacred his command. In contrast, the use 

of the bloodhounds had been condoned, even endorsed, by some of the most powerful 

politicians in the country. For all that his supporters tried to galvanize his violence into a 

political movement, Harney remained a man apart, in both the extent of his fury and the 

circumscribed nature of his symbolism.

Harney’s fury and the calculated importation of the bloodhounds were born of 

vastly different historical legacies as well. Where violence was endemic to the American 

frontier, the importation of bloodhounds was intimately associated with the brutal 

enforcement of slave society. The chance that extermination would become the official 

Indian policy of the United States was remote. By 1840, support for Indian removal was 

nearly universal among political elites. Though no Whig nominees for national office 

ever campaigned for its reversal, neither did any anyone argue for Native American 

annihilation, whether individual or tribal, until well after the Civil War. In contrast, 

northerners required only the slightest familiarity with southern culture to understand the 

implication of the bloodhounds. It was far more realistic and therefore far more troubling 

to imagine plantation owners loosing dogs after fugitive slaves than military officers 

routinely lynching Indians.

Regardless of Harney’s success in the field, he failed to meaningfully influence 

the army’s campaign tactics. After inheriting his command in the aftermath of Thomas 

Jesup’s controversial pacifistic appeal to the secretary of war, Zachary Taylor had 
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instituted a policy he described as “squares,” dividing Florida into adjacent squares, each 

twenty miles on a side. Within each square, he assigned a garrison of 21 men to search its 

environs, hoping to root out Seminole bands and drive warriors further south, away from 

the territory’s more densely populated regions. After Taylor requested transfer from 

Florida, his successor, General Walker Armistead, capitalized on Taylor’s plan, utilizing 

Taylor’s infrastructure to launch offensives even in the sickly summer season. The 

Seminoles, weakened by the gradual attrition of warfare and the severe dislocations of the 

previous five years, proved far easier prey than in the past. Armistead successfully 

captured dozens of Indians and compelled several influential chiefs to consent to 

removal. Though some of the most intractable chiefs remained in the field, Armistead 

estimated that his expeditions had reduced the number of Seminole warriors remaining in 

Florida to around 300. In May, 1841, Armistead requested and was granted transfer from 

Florida. 

Armistead’s departure roughly coincided with William Henry Harrison’s brief 

term in office. The former Indian fighter and frontier governor authored few changes in

the war, though he did reappoint Richard Keith Call as governor of Florida, the erstwhile 

general having switched parties following his falling out with Andrew Jackson. It was 

reported that just prior to taking to his deathbed with a chill, Harrison had informed his 

advisors that he intended to bring the war to a close, but he never had an opportunity to 

either decisively recalibrate United States policy or actively perpetuate Van Buren’s 

strategy. With his death, the presidency passed to John Tyler, a lifelong politician who 

had rarely demonstrated any interest in frontier issues throughout his long career. He 

inherited Harrison’s cabinet, including Secretary of War John Bell, who as a senator 
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during the Van Buren administration had criticized the handling of the war, but implicitly 

endorsed its perpetuation.22

Tyler and Bell named Colonel William Jenkins Worth the new commander of 

United States forces in Florida, the first military officer below the rank of general to 

command United States troops in the theater. A protégé of sorts to Winfield Scott, Worth 

was an able soldier who had served his country with distinction since the War of 1812. 

He was a late arrival to Florida, having come with his brigade only in late 1840, but 

Worth was determined to perpetuate the strategies of his predecessors. In practice, he 

built on the successes of Armistead while adopting Harney’s tactics. 

In March 1841, Coacoochee, one of the most influential Seminoles remaining in 

the field, agreed to surrender to Armistead’s forces. Upon his assumption of command, 

Worth learned that some his officers suspected Coacoochee might renege on his 

agreement. He immediately had the chief seized, chained, and transported to New 

Orleans. Upon reflection, however, Worth ordered Coacoochee returned to Florida and 

met the chief on the bow of the ship that had returned him. There, he professed 

admiration for Coacoochee’s bravery and respect for his patriotism. He spoke of 

Coacoochee as a peer, another war leader dedicated to the defense of his people, and set 

for him a simple task. The chief was to name several representatives and then decide how 

many days they would need to locate their band, convince them to emigrate, and return. 

The consequences of failure were simple as well. If Coacoochee’s messengers failed, he 
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and the rest of his men, still manacled, would be hung by their necks from the masts of 

the ship on which they stood.23

Choked with emotion, Coacoochee agreed to Worth’s demands. As the general 

and the chief waited several long months for their answer, Worth continued Armistead’s 

strategy of sending out small, quick raids upon remote locations. When he successfully 

captured individual Indians, Worth again offered them the same choice he had offered 

Coacoochee: bring in your fellows or die. By August 1841, the vast majority of 

Coacoochee’s band had surrendered to Worth, sparing the chief’s life. When Coacoochee 

himself went into the wilderness and brought back the renowned eighty-five year-old 

chief Hospetarke and fifteen warriors to parley, the Indians walked onto the ship only to 

find themselves surrounded by soldiers and thrown in irons, a reprisal of the same ruse by 

which Jesup had captured Osceola. In October, Worth shipped 211 Indians, including 

Coacoochee, west. Only a few Indian leaders remained in the field, including, by 

reputation, the most intransigent of all, Abiaka.24

Six year before William Harney and William Worth had risen to prominence in 

Florida, Winfield Scott had chafed against his orders, charging it was nearly 

unprecedented to deprive a military commander of the “diplomatic faculty” to initiate 

treaty deliberations. In the aftermath of the Macomb fiasco, in a vivid demonstration of 

                                                          
23

 W.W. Bliss to General Hitchcock, March 3, 1841, James David Glunt Collection, Special and Area Studies 
Collections, George A. Smathers Libraries, University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida. Lieutenant John 
Sprague, the author of the first comprehensive history of the Second Seminole War and future son-in-law 
of William Worth, was clearly tormented by the negotiations between Worth and Coacoochee. The two 
leaders commanded the longest entries in his book’s index and their relationship dominated much of his 
narrative. Ruminating on Worth’s terrible demands which he nevertheless considered the turning point of 
the war, Sprague mournfully wrote, “Here was a chief, a man whose only offence was defending his 
home, his fireside, the graves of his kindred, stipulating on the Fourth of July, for his freedom and his life.” 
Sprague wrote these words while married to Worth’s daughter and utterly dependent on his superior 
officer in his professional life. Sprague, The Florida War 286-294.
24

 Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War 300-303; Sprague, The Florida War 294-303, 319-330.



320

Scott’s complaints, Harney and Worth acted out the inevitable consequences of those 

orders. Harney was the product of a political culture that actively denied the Seminoles 

individual and collective rights. If Worth’s transgressions were more pragmatic in nature, 

they nevertheless reflected a forceful refutation of Seminole humanity. The crimes they 

committed in the service of their country were set in motion years before and many were 

complicit.

The Imperial Synthesis

Following President John Tyler’s May 1842 instructions to Secretary of War Bell 

to bring the war to a close, both Worth and Senator Thomas Hart Benton worked 

separately toward a single goal. Desperately hoping to secure an armistice with Abiaka, 

Worth suspended all active operations and redirected his resources toward securing the 

white settlement of northern Florida, prioritizing the consolidation of white supremacy 

over the removal of nonwhite enemies. In this, he was matched by the lobbying of 

Benton, who reintroduced his plan for Florida, the Armed Occupation Act, as a means of 

institutionalizing white yeoman settlement as the foundation of Florida society. Benton’s 

vision, in which the federal government would offer land, arms, and supplies to white 

settlers in return for their solemn promise to defend their land against Indian attack, 

would be passed by both houses of Congress and signed into law mere days before Worth 

declared an end to hostilities that allowed the remaining Seminoles to stay in Florida. 

The results of Worth and Benton’s contradictory initiatives to recruit white 

settlers to the frontier, even as the Seminoles gained a foothold to remain there, brought 

about a new status quo in Florida and enshrined a nascent imperial ethos as the 
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underlying principle of United States frontier policy. It was a cultural, not a legal, policy 

as Worth elided the pratfalls of both Macomb and Harney by pursuing an informal 

armistice rather than a treaty. As the bands of both Abiaka and Holatta Micco proved too 

intractable to be cowed into surrender and too well concealed to be found, Worth grasped 

for a peaceful solution that would nevertheless earn the approval of the most bellicose 

members of the federal government and the Florida public. He found it by informally 

allowing the Seminoles possession of land in the southern tip of the territory, ending the 

war without recognizing in writing any Seminole claim to property or collective 

sovereignty. 

Benton’s Homestead Act functioned in harmony with Worth’s strategy. The 

federal government organized the land it had seized from the Seminoles, divided it, and 

offered it to any white family who pledged to defend it against Indian attacks. Through 

the dispossession of the Seminoles, the law enriched white settlement as a means of 

protecting the frontier from future Seminole invasions. The implications of Benton’s plan 

were stark. Under its terms, the United States formally identified the stated objectives of 

their war policy: the seizure of foreign territory, its transformation into a resource to 

benefit white settlement, and the eradication of any tie between native peoples and their 

former land. Though the effect was not codified into law, the Seminoles became a 

colonized people, denied the right to be ruled by the consent of the governed and policed 

by white settlers tasked with compelling their subordination.

It took Worth, Bell, Benton, and Tyler one long year to bring the war to a 

conclusion. During the interim, the military hierarchy experienced another upheaval. At 

the end of June 1841, while sitting for a portrait in his War Department office, Alexander 
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Macomb suffered a stroke and passed away. In the aftermath, Tyler bypassed General 

Edmund Gaines for his own nominal political ally, General Winfield Scott, appointing 

the latter general-in-chief. As Scott was Worth’s patron, his promotion secured greater 

influence for the colonel. In the fall of 1841, as Worth gradually reined in offensive 

maneuvers to secure his armistice with the Seminoles, the Tyler administration 

underwent a seismic shift following Tyler’s second veto of Henry Clay’s prized banking 

act, as John Bell resigned as Secretary of War along with the rest of the cabinet. To 

replace him, Tyler appointed John Spencer, a New York lawyer who had served in state 

government for thirty-five years. He was a prominent Anti-Mason, but had demonstrated 

no expertise in military strategy, Indian policy, or the rules governing army conduct. In 

office, he deferred to Scott and Worth, his more experienced colleagues.25

With the surrender of Coacoochee and his band, Worth faced the daunting project 

of locating the remaining three hundred Seminoles in the dense tangles of the Everglades. 

If anything, the mission had only grown harder - with fewer Indians to find, operations 

were even more difficult to carry out. Frustration was widespread, one of Worth’s 

officers complaining in his diary, “Col Worth’s orders is to exterminate or capture – no 

chance.” The despondency of some officers, however, was matched by the bellicosity of 

others. Though William Harney, complaining of ill health, had left Florida in 1841, there 

remained dozens of officers and soldiers who preferred to actively take the fight to the 

enemy rather than wait for the signing of an armistice. Worth, however, believed an 

agreement to be the only viable means of ending the war and would do nothing to 

endanger one. Writing to his superiors, Worth made clear his dilemma: “the operations 

since June conclusively demonstrate …the utter impracticability of securing them by 
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main force. The object must be attained by pacific and persuasive measures, or not at all.” 

The problem, he explained, was that if he were to pursue a pacifistic end to the war, the 

public would flay him relentlessly.26

Worth’s solution was exceedingly elegant. He wrote to Scott and suggested that 

the United States draw down its army in Florida by over eighty percent. At once, the 

withdrawal would demonstrate his sincere commitment to peace to the remaining 

Seminoles in Florida, dramatically lessen the expense of the war, dampen the urgency of 

the war in Washington, and take the war out of the public’s eye by effectively terminating 

hostilities, laying the groundwork for an enduring Seminole presence in the southern tip 

of Florida. Worth had made the same pragmatic calculation Jesup had advanced years 

before – the costs of removing the remaining Seminoles far outpaced the benefits. The 

administration would risk an immediate uproar in Florida, whose citizens clamored for 

more protection, but would ensure a long-term solution to a conflict that, with the 

Seminoles decisively weakened by several long years of war, no longer offered any 

tangible benefit to the United States save the affirmation of its pride.27

It was a sensible proposal, but Tyler and his leading military generals responded 

negatively. National pride, however defined, was a goal still worth fighting for. Secretary 

of War Spencer convened a council of senior military leaders in Washington to discuss 

Worth’s proposal. Winfield Scott, though he held Worth in high esteem, dissented from 

his protégé. Following Scott’s lead, the council rejected Worth’s plan, but granted him 

extensive leeway in prosecuting the war. It was reported that only General Thomas Jesup, 

                                                          
26

 Captain Collinson Gates Diary, January 6, 1842, Edward T. Keenan Papers, Special and Area Studies 
Collections, George A. Smathers Libraries, University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida; Worth to Scott, 
February 14, 1842 [mistakenly transcribed February 14, 1841], Sprague, The Florida War 442.
27

 Worth to Scott, February 14, 1842 [mistakenly transcribed February 14, 1841], Sprague, The Florida War
441-444.



324

who knew all too well the futility of extended campaigns, had supported Worth’s plan in 

every respect.28

Worth responded with a final campaign that encompassed the full range of tactics 

that had marked the Second Seminole War. He sent lightly provisioned detachments into 

the wilderness, moving quickly in search of the remaining Seminole bands. They were 

led by African-American guides, former Black Seminoles who had gained their freedom 

in return for their service. Soldiers were spurred on by the promise of a bounty, one 

hundred dollars for every warrior killed or captured. In April, they finally found one of 

the last remaining bands of Seminoles, led by Halleck Tustenuggee near Lake Ahapopka. 

The Indians repeated the tactics that had been so successful at Okeechobee, whittling 

notches into trees to steady their rifles as they secreted themselves in dense hammocks. 

The battle was inconclusive with few casualties on either side, but the attrition of seven 

years of warfare proved too much for the chief. Soon after the battle, he returned to 

Worth in hopes of signing a peace. In the midst of the negotiations, upon one of Halleck 

Tustenuggee’s visit to his fort, Worth recapitulated Jesup’s duplicitous entrapment of 

Osceola, seizing Tustenuggee and about one hundred men, women, and children. Giving 

him about a thousand dollars, he sent the chief into the wilderness and urged him to 

spread the word among the remaining Seminoles. If they remained in the southern tip of 

Florida, they would be allowed to remain in the territory. There was no treaty, and Worth 
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had no explicit authorization from his commanders. He simply had no other means of 

ending the war.29

By May, 1842, Tyler and his administration had come to agree. Writing to 

Winfield Scott, Secretary of War Spencer informed the commanding general that Tyler 

had decided to end the war. His message was bracingly non-ideological. Laying out the 

terms of the withdrawal, Spencer explained that some 240 Seminoles would be allowed 

to remain in Florida unmolested, Worth would continue to peacefully lobby them to 

emigrate, and the administration would urge Congress to pass Benton’s Armed 

Occupation Act. There would be no declaration of victory, no insistence that the war had 

achieved its goals. His message lacked even an enunciation of what those goals might 

have been. In practice, Tyler’s armistice was identical to that of Macomb. They erected 

the same borders for the new Seminole reservation and were dependent upon the same 

decentralized leadership structures of the Seminoles to function. Nevertheless, the 

reception to Worth’s peace differed markedly from that of Macomb’s.30

 Spencer’s announcement of the end of the war sparked neither celebration nor 

debate. One Boston newspaper likely spoke for many when it titled its story on the end of 

the war, “The Florida War Ended Again!” implying, of course, that it had not. In 

Congress, Florida Territorial Delegate David Levy Yulee railed against the president for 

“claiming before the nation the éclat of an achievement which has not been performed, 

when the consequences, however agreeable to himself for a time, may be so fatal to the 

country.” Yulee then drew on a series of newspaper reports detailing recent attacks by 
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Indians in Florida and insisted that even if the United States intended a ceasefire, the 

Seminoles did not. His stance provoked a response from Caleb Cushing, who first 

mocked the idea of “the United States, an enlightened nation of 17,000,000 inhabitants, 

declaring war against 80 Indians,” then followed with defense of the Armed Occupation 

Act.31

It was a fitting evasion of the fact that the Armed Occupation Act was itself an act 

of war against 80 Indians and that Cushing, like so many of his peers, had so rigorously 

ignored the implications of the United States’ setbacks against a small nation of Indians 

on its frontier. Politicians and activists of both parties seized on the Armed Occupation 

Act as an enduring solution to the chaos of Florida. The passage of time had made 

Benton’s vision more palatable. Compared to an endless war of removal, Benton cast 

“armed occupation, with land to the occupant” as “the true way of settling and holding a 

conquered country.” His plan would offer 160 acres of Florida land to any young male 

who pledged to settle and improve the land, live in residence for five years, and defend 

his homestead against Indian attacks. President Tyler, in his May letter to William Worth 

authorizing a ceasefire, endorsed Benton’s plan. Six days later, Benton brought the bill to 

the floor once again.32
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Speaking in favor of the 1842 bill, Benton replicated the arguments of several 

years before. He stated that there remained too many Indians in Florida to justify the risk 

of settlement, but not enough to necessitate a military campaign. Several recent attacks 

on white homesteads had furthered Benton’s conviction that only armed settlement could 

defend the territory. According to Benton, settlement and defense remained linked, and 

that link was the very principle of the bill.33

Notwithstanding Benton’s logic, the resurrected Armed Occupation Act bore 

several vital changes from the version that had died in the House several years before. 

The original document was plainly born of military necessity. It elaborated on the martial 

duties of each settler at length and essentially inducted him into the military hierarchy, 

specifying that upon arrival he would report to a particular officer, who would report to 

the commander of the troops in Florida, who would report directly to the Secretary of 

War. Each settler, then, was only two steps removed from the head of the War 

Department. The emigrants were required to bring guns and farming equipment, while 

the army would provide ammunition and supplies. In return, officers would survey 

settlers periodically, ensuring that their guns and ammunition were in sufficient condition 

to patrol the countryside. In contrast, the 1842 version of the bill was a true Homestead 

Act. Unlike the volunteers who had streamed into the territory with no intention to 

remain in 1836, the bill hoped to attract settlers who would occupy Florida space 

permanently. Rather than task the army with the administration of the bill, Benton relied 

upon the General Land Office to oversee the transfer of property. Similarly, save for its 

own title and an initial reference to the settlers being able to bear arms, the bill was silent 
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over the matter of ammunition and firearms. Instead, it focused on the vital details of 

settlement: the surveying of land, the duties of each homeowner, and the criteria by 

which settlers might attain unqualified title to their newly acquired land. It was of a piece 

with the evolution of the legislation. Where the first bill was pitched as a means of 

winning the war, the second, in practice, was intended to consolidate the fruits of 

victory.34

The stakes of the second debate, then, were considerably lower than in 1839, 

when the war seemed unending and Martin Van Buren was drifting toward defeat. It 

occurred in the context of Tyler’s stated intention to end the war and his implicit decision 

to do so absent a treaty with the Seminoles remaining in Florida. With neither a 

declaration of war to resolve nor an armistice to pass, Congress’s authority over the end 

of the Second Seminole War was minor. The conflict’s conclusion was inevitable, the 

proposal no longer pivotal. 
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Amidst the squabbling over minor details of the bill (whether the settlers would 

be provided ammunition, whether married men would get more land, whether an official 

survey was necessary), two men opposed the bill forthrightly. John Quincy Adams and 

Horace Everett had been the two most prominent critics of the war in 1836 and they 

would be its most prominent critics in its last months. They had not staved off the 

removal of the vast majority of the Seminoles, obstructed Florida’s path to becoming a 

slave state, or prevented Indian removal from being enshrined as the consensus frontier 

policy of the nation. Nevertheless, at its close, Everett and Adams dissented again.

Horace Everett argued that the bill served to enrich land speculators rather than 

advance the war effort. He remembered the ideals that had once animated a nation and 

suggested that persuasion, negotiations, and bribery could best offer security to the 

people of Florida. Adams spoke briefly, near the end of the short debate over the bill. 

Likely, he knew that its passage was assured. In the face of defeat, Adams questioned 

why Congress was moved to address the protection of the people of Florida against the 

remnants of the Seminoles as opposed to, for example, the people of Massachusetts 

against the possibility of a foreign invasion. Though he agreed that it was the duty of the 

federal government to defend its citizens, he insisted it would cost less money to secure 

peace through a proper treaty negotiation, arguing diplomacy might induce the few 

remaining Indians to remove at a much cheaper price. Thinking of the options available 

to the federal government in Florida, Adams concluded, “this bill was not calculated to 

answer the purpose contemplated.”35
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Adams did not require a spectacular leap of deduction to understand the full 

implications of the bill: Florida Territorial Delegate David Levy Yulee explained them 

quite well. After praising the bill for helping to rid the territory of Indians, Yulee argued 

passionately that it authorized “the acquisition of five millions of acres heretofore 

abandoned to the Indians, and ten millions more which were now unsettled because of the 

hazard of settling them. It would also add much to the productive wealth of the country 

by facilitating the settlement and cultivation of the rich lands of Florida.” The numerous 

amendments to the bill belied the focus on the “rich lands of Florida.” Horace Everett 

offered several amendments linking the bill directly to the course of the war effort, 

requiring settlers to perform a tour of duty with the army and appropriating money to 

negotiate removal with the remaining Indians. Another delegate offered an amendment to 

require settlers to live four miles away from military outposts rather than two as a means 

of enlarging the defended area. A third delegate suggested furnishing arms to settlers too 

poor to purchase them. All four proposals were defeated. Its supporters envisioned the 

bill as a means of distributing property, not of removing Indians. That work had been 

done.36

In contrast to the previous bill, the reintroduced Armed Occupation Act passed 

both Whig-dominated Houses of Congress with relative ease. In the Senate, Southern 

Whig opposition evaporated. Sectionalism, not partisanship, dominated the vote. Every 

Democrat voted in favor as did every Southern Whig, save one Kentucky senator. 

Assuming the House vote mirrored that of the Senate, the attitude of Southerners toward 

the bill had evolved greatly over the previous years. One of the senators who changed his 
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vote, South Carolina Whig William Preston explained the shift. Two years before, he had 

believed it would require “more active and effective measures” to win the war, but given 

the relative success of removal, he now believed armed occupation prudent. Preston 

declared he knew that many young men throughout the South would gladly acquire free 

land from the government, and, as he said, “move there with their families and with their 

slaves.” Florida, having been made safe for settlement, was now safe for slavery as well. 

Preston, who had remained largely ambivalent toward the war while it persisted, now was 

ready to revel in its peace.37

The bill attracted exactly whom Benton had expected. The vast majority of 

applicants migrated either from within Florida or from neighboring Georgia. They 

brought with them a deep commitment to slavery, a healthy fear of Indians, and a 

sufficient capacity for labor that transformed the Florida frontier.38

The Armed Occupation Act implicitly justified the Second Seminole War on the 

basis of racial difference. In practice, it institutionalized racialism into the Florida 

landscape by redistributing once contested land into the hands of white settlers in return 

for their commitment to the perpetuation of white rule in the territory. The Indians who 

remained were shut out of the emergent society, the new emigrants being explicitly 

tasked with the mission to defeat the Seminoles’ claim to the land that had once been 

theirs. The Armed Occupation Act branded the remaining Seminoles as enemies of the 

state, denying them any legal standing within, or institutional relationship with, the 
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United States, their resources appropriated and redistributed to those deemed members of 

the body politic. By omitting nearly every reference to the war effort, the text of the bill 

divorced the new status quo of Florida from the Second Seminole War. Instead, it argued 

for the enrichment of white settlers at the expense of nonwhite claimants as a universal 

good on its own terms.

In tandem with Tyler’s decision to forgo a treaty with the Seminoles, the Armed 

Occupation Act accomplished what six military commanders had not. Where military 

campaigns failed, Benton’s act effectively wrote the Seminoles out of Florida and 

deprived them of all legal standing in the territory. The new status quo of Florida exiled 

them to its southern environs. On their northern border, they were surrounded by a new 

population of white settlers, men and women who feared and hated Indians and were still 

committed to absolute removal. As the territory remained unbound by any written treaty, 

the Seminoles lacked any guarantee that the legislature would not unilaterally extend its 

jurisdiction over the Indian reserve. They had survived seven years of war within the 

borders of one of the most powerful nations on the planet. They had witnessed their land 

given to white settlers whom they despised, the vast majority of their people forcefully 

driven to the west, and their own confinement to the least arable stretch of the territory. 

They endured nonetheless.

Ten days after Tyler signed the Armed Occupation Act, William Worth declared 

the Second Seminole War to have reached its conclusion and took his leave of the 

territory. Though sporadic violence persisted in the coming months, Worth did 

effectively end the Second Seminole War. The three hundred Seminoles remaining 

emigrated to their unofficial reservation in South Florida where they would be allowed to 
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remain, unmolested and unbowed. It did not go entirely smoothly. In the weeks that 

followed the declaration of peace, a few chiefs and their bands obdurately refused to 

move to the reservation. Worse, a Seminole band who had refused to leave the environs 

of Tallahassee had murdered a white family on the frontier, leaving only one child alive. 

Immediately, following the lobbying of outraged Florida citizens, the War Department 

sent a message to the field contravening the terms of Worth’s armistice and demanding 

that those responsible be brought to justice.39

In response, the War Department dispatched a seventh commanding officer to 

Florida, Colonel Josiah Vose. Vose, the son of a general, hailed from Massachusetts. Like 

many of his peers, he had earned renown in the War of 1812 and slowly moved up the 

ranks of the army. Upon receiving his orders from his superiors, however, Vose 

distinguished himself from many of his predecessors. He sat down and wrote two letters. 

In the first, he explained, patiently and exactingly, the quandary in which he found 

himself. The great majority of Seminoles had obeyed the terms of the treaty. They had 

moved slowly, but he insisted they had no knowledge of the murders and had instead 

pledged to prevent further violence. Vose noted that he had personally promised the 

chiefs that he would abide by the agreement and they had done nothing to violate its 

terms. So, he explained, “it was with no less astonishment than mortification that I 

suddenly found myself instructed by the Secretary of War to forfeit every pledge I had 

made to the Indians & pursue a course which in the present state of affairs … would 

incite the entire Indian population to acts of retaliation and revenge.” It was a heavy 
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burden and, after careful consideration, he delicately informed his superiors that he had 

decided to suspend his orders, in the name of justice and peace.40

Two days later, Vose wrote again. He regretted to report that a “vagabond class of 

citizens” in Florida had exhibited “a spirit of implacable resentment towards the Indians.” 

These men, whom he accused of having displayed abject cowardice during the war, now 

urged their fellows to seize this new moment of Seminole weakness and march on their 

enemies, removing them from the territory through extermination rather than removal. He 

worried that their actions might upset the delicate balance of power that his predecessors 

had achieved, especially as he had no legal standing under which he could restrain the 

settlers. He finished the letter and, apparently at the last second after having endorsed it, 

added a postscript on its outer edge: “would not the shameful interference of white men, 

as herein reported, require some executive action – some public admonition and warning 

against such lawless & selfish mock-war spirit?”41
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Conclusion

The Second Seminole War wound down quietly in 1842, but the fragile silence 

that hung over issues of slavery and expansion ended with an explosion eighteen months 

later. Following the resignations of the cabinet he had inherited from William Henry 

Harrison, President John Tyler turned to an old friend, Virginian Abel Upshur, to succeed 

Daniel Webster at the State Department. Upshur was a proslavery radical who had 

volubly defended nullification a decade before. Seizing on sensationalized reports from 

Duff Green, a newspaper editor who Tyler had sent to England to gather intelligence, 

Tyler and Upshur feared that the British might use outstanding debts to extort the 

independent Texan government into emancipating its slaves. Covertly, the Tyler 

administration planned to annex Texas to forestall that prospect. With an agreement 

nearly in place, on February 28, 1844 Upshur boarded the USS Princeton for a 

demonstration of its outsized weaponry. At the climatic moment, the gun exploded and 

Upshur perished in the blast. To replace Upshur, Tyler called upon John Calhoun, the 

leading ideologue of slavery in the United States. Within a month, Calhoun had 

submitted an annexation treaty with Texas to the Senate and, alongside it, a letter to 

Britain’s minister to the United States explaining that the United States had annexed 

Texas to prevent Great Britain from spreading abolition in the southwest. At so public a 

proslavery measure, the old guard revolted. Henry Clay and Martin Van Buren 

announced their opposition to annexation on the same day. The treaty failed to receive 

even half of the votes it needed to pass the Senate. In his 1854 memoir, Thomas Hart 
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Benton likened annexation to “a clap of thunder in a clear sky. There was nothing in the 

political horizon to announce or portend it.”1

In 1836, at the start of the Second Seminole War, John Quincy Adams had 

predicted a war with Mexico was imminent and assured his proslavery colleagues that the 

“banner of freedom will be the banners of Mexico, and your banners, I blush to speak the 

word, will be the banners of slavery.” The annexation of Texas, the excitement of the 

Mexican-American War, the ratification of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the 

Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act all represented attempts to blunt that 

insight, to somehow mediate the now inescapable tensions of aggressive expansionism, 

republicanism, and the institution of slavery. Those attempts, of course, were wildly 

unsuccessful.2

Yet the Second Seminole War was nothing like the Mexican-American War. 

Andrew Jackson had never intended for Florida to be a stepping stone toward a culture of 

conquest. He believed the dispossession of the Seminoles to be instead part of a gradual 

process in which Indians would be displaced and land parceled out to white settlers. The 

interests of slaveholders ensured that the war would be fought to its conclusion, but the 

roots of the conflict lay in Jackson’s conclusion that Indian sovereignty and the 

republican project were mutually exclusive, a conception that came to be widely shared 

among political elites of the era. In casting off the ideals of an earlier generation of 
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Americans who had advanced expansion through the language of freedom and liberty, 

they instead embraced geographic expansion, racial supremacy, and the annihilation of 

nonwhite autonomy on the American continent. Unwilling to defy the collective might of 

slaveholders, that formulation went unchallenged.3

Others perceived the true implications of the Second Seminole War. As General 

Thomas Jesup pleaded with the Van Buren administration to moderate its insistence on 

removal, he came to understand what his subordinates had tried to tell him – their 

superiors prioritized national honor, defined by the triumph of white supremacy, above 

moral right. British traveler Harriet Martineau had come to the same conclusion, finding 

that the combination of nationalism and white supremacy was leading inexorably toward 

conquest. As she described that relationship, the volunteers came to personify it, flocking 

to Florida and identifying the protection of the frontier with the destruction of the 

Seminoles. William Harney and his men, as they strung up the body of Chakaiaka before 

his mother and children, carried Jackson’s campaign against nonwhite autonomy to its 

logical conclusion. By the time William Worth held Coacoochee in irons and flatly held 

his life hostage unless his people surrendered, the unconscionable had become routine. In 

1819, Henry Clay had reproached General Andrew Jackson by reminding him that “we 

are fighting a great moral battle, for the benefit not only of our country, but all of 

mankind.” In the wildernesses of Florida, that battle was lost.

The Armed Occupation Act served to institutionalize a crusade of conquest within 

Florida. White settlers would make the territory, and the region, safe for settlement and, 

concomitantly, safe for slavery. The end result, in which the United States encouraged 
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white settlement as a means of neutralizing the autonomy of nonwhites who remained 

within its territory, was not the one that Jackson had envisioned. As a means of mediating 

the tensions of frontier policy, however, it proved well suited to its task. With absolute 

removal judged to be impractical in Florida and, given the limited geographic space even 

of the vast North American continent, impossible to repeat iteratively as the nation 

expanded west, a combination of military outposts and white civilian settlement proved 

an effective means of extending the nation’s borders while curtailing the autonomy of 

nonwhite residents. Through the constant threat, and occasion imposition, of force, the 

United States marched across the continent seizing Indian land and confining Indian 

nations onto smaller and smaller reservations of limited agricultural value. Throughout 

the 1850s, filibusterers threatened to repeat the process throughout the Americas, 

launching illegal invasions of countries throughout the hemisphere. As Southern 

nationalists, the filibusterers offered a glimpse of what might have been the foreign 

policy of an enduring Confederate States of America - a global assault on nonwhite 

sovereignty.4

Even in the aftermath of the Confederacy’s defeat, the legacies of Jacksonian 

expansion remained. Over the coming century, once the United States had broken the 

military strength of its Indian neighbors and isolated them from one another on disparate 

reservations, Congress passed the Dawes Act, which dissolved Indian nations, 
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encouraged the adoption of white cultural forms, and opened significant amounts of 

Indian land to white settlement. By the end of the nineteenth century, the United States 

began codifying the dependent relationship of noncontiguous territories into law. Rooting 

its legal justification in the conquest, submission, and assimilation of North America’s 

Indian nations, the United States extended its sovereignty over a host of once independent 

nations, legislatively, military, and judicially. The Insular Cases demarcated Puerto Rico 

as a possession of the United States that had not been fully incorporated into the whole, 

excluding its people from the rights recognized by the Constitution. In the Philippines, 

the United States imposed its rule, demanding the subordination of the Filipino people 

until they embraced “civilization” in the form practiced by their new rulers. Gilded Age 

United States leaders like Theodore Roosevelt and Alfred Mahan rooted their faith in 

aggressive expansion on the long relationship between the United States and its Indian 

neighbors. Judging that the United States could best advance the spread of republicanism 

through the annihilation of nonwhite sovereignty, the new imperialists embraced the 

ideals that underlay the Second Seminole War. Distilled to their essence and applied 

across vast geographic distances upon subject peoples, they were plainly imperial.5

Fifty years before the Spanish-American War, the Seminoles were left to deal 

with the repercussions of expansive warfare. In 1839, upon their arrival at Fort Gibson in 

Arkansas, the emigrating Seminoles found Creek bands living on the lands that had been 

promised to them. Weary of conflict, Micanopy and many other Seminoles agreed to live 
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among them, but the more militant Indians and Black Seminoles refused. Within 

Arkansas, the Creek leadership lobbied local military officers to enforce Seminole 

subordination, arguing that the terms of the Treaty of Fort Gibson clearly dissolved the 

Seminole nation and subsumed its members within the Creek polity. By 1843, within the 

Seminole leadership, factions arose that were alienated by the Black Seminoles’ 

collaboration with the United States and influenced by the Creeks. They embraced chattel 

slavery. The conflicts of the past ten years had not ended.

In 1844, with the fraying of the Seminole coalition that had fought the Florida 

War and faced with hostility from Indians within and outside the nation, Coacoochee and 

John Cavallo led a delegation to Washington to plead for a separate Seminole territory. 

There, they met with General Thomas Jesup who, upon hearing their pleas, met with the 

Secretary of War and pledged that he could not “remain passive and witness the illegal 

interference with the rights of those people.” He requested protection for all who had 

appealed to him. By 1845, the Seminoles and Creeks had signed a new treaty that 

provided land specifically marked for the Seminoles, though it remained within the 

jurisdiction of the Creek nation. It was of little respite. By the end of the decade, slave 

kidnappers sent by the Creeks had seized dozens of Black Seminoles while Indian agents 

under James K. Polk conspired to claim ownership of hundreds of Black Seminoles. 

Compounding the crisis, Polk’s Attorney General John Mason, a staunch proponent of 

slavery, had ruled that Jesup’s 1838 promise of freedom was illegal, imperiling the status 

of all of the Black Seminoles. In 1849, Micanopy passed away and tribal leadership 

passed to Jim Jumper, the leader of a pro-Creek, pro-slavery faction. Within several 
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months, claims to over two thirds of the Black Seminoles had been sold to anxious 

slaveholders. The Black Seminoles’ freedom hung in the balance. 

In November, Coacoochee and John Cavallo hatched a plan. They knew that 

Mexico, which had abolished slavery two decades before, had offered land and supplies 

to any settlers who pledged to defend its northern frontier against Indian raids. One night, 

Coacoochee and Cavallo, along with two hundred Indians and African-Americans, began 

the journey south. Two years later, the parties reached their destination and formed 

separate communities. Making contact with local officials, Coacoochee succeeded in 

securing a deal with the Mexican government. In return for their service against the 

aggressive Indian nations of the region, both communities received land, farming tools, 

munitions, and livestock. Whether intended or not, the settlements of Coacoochee and 

John Cavallo were a political statement, a multiracial alliance that demonstrated the 

endurance of nonwhite autonomy in the Americas, if outside the borders of the United 

States. However, in 1857, smallpox broke out among the Seminoles, and Coacoochee, 

along with over 50 others, fell victim to the epidemic. Political disunion wracked the 

remaining Indians in Mexico and, having learned that Seminole leaders in Oklahoma had 

secured recognition of their independence from the Creeks, they began the long trek back 

to the United States. The Black Seminoles, secure in their freedom and autonomy, 

remained behind in Mexico. When the last of Coacoochee’s group reached Seminole 

territory, it was 1861; much of the Seminole leadership had declared for the Confederacy 

and its troops were pursuing dissident Indians who had fled north, toward Kansas and the 

Union.6
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