
Introduction

William S. Belko

As Americans proudly celebrated their nation’s 65th birthday—on July 4, 
1841—how many of them at that moment could have anticipated that within 
the decade of the 1840s they would add to their Union a vast expanse of land, 
reaching from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean? Some, infected with 
that incubating germ of Manifest Destiny, could indeed envision an extensive 
territorial empire connecting the Atlantic to the Pacific, and a commercial one 
extending well beyond. On such a celebrated day, were they also aware of an-
other story occurring off the Gulf Coast of Florida, several miles out from the 
Bay of Tampa—a powerful story directly connected to their passion for terri-
torial acquisition, a tragedy unfolding in the name of their expanding Empire 
of Liberty? There, shackled on the quarterdeck of a U.S. transport vessel, stood 
the impressive Seminole leader Coacoochee—Wildcat, to those speaking only 
American—and a number of his warriors, captured months prior in the midst 
of the brutal and bloody Second Seminole War still raging throughout Florida. 
The irons around their feet enabled them to step a mere four inches at a time. 
Hanging their heads in silence, arrayed in order of their rank, they sat. Their 
manacled hands rested on their knees. The commanding officer of U.S. forces 
in the Florida war addressed them boldly. It was due time, declared Colonel 
William Jenkins Worth, that the Indian “felt the power and strength of the 
white man,” and he followed with an ultimatum. Unless Coacoochee used 
his influence to convince the rest of his small band to surrender and accept 
emigration to lands west of the Mississippi, then “yourself, and these warriors 
now seated before us, shall be hung to the yards of this vessel, when the sun 
sets on the day appointed, with the irons upon your hands and feet.” Such a 
deed, Worth concluded, “is for the benefit of the white and red man.”1

 Coacoochee rose to respond, as some of his warriors raised their hands 
to wipe away tears, their irons jingling in the action. “I was once a boy,” he 
recalled, “then I saw the white man afar off.” Yet, like the bear and the wolf, 
the white man came upon him, “horses, cattle, and fields, he took from me.” 
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Despite assurances of friendship, the white man still came, and “too strong for 
us.” He asked only for a small piece of land to cultivate and to live on, “a spot 
where I could place the ashes of my kindred, a spot only sufficient upon which 
I could lay my wife and child.” But such the expanding Americans would never 
allow, at least not in Florida. “I feel the irons in my heart.”2

 Worth simply repeated his warning. “I say to you again, and for the last 
time, that unless the band acquiesce promptly with your wishes, to your last 
wish, the sun, as it goes down on the last day appointed for their appearance, 
will shine upon the bodies of each of you hanging in the wind.” On the nation’s 
birthday, as Americans cheered their independence, as they venerated their 
liberties, privileges, and immunities, the fate of other Americans proved con-
siderably less sanguine. An American officer summed up the scene best: “Here 
was a chief, a man whose only offence was defending his home, his fireside, the 
graves of kindred, stipulating, on the Fourth of July, for his freedom and his 
life.” Soon, a U.S. schooner moored nearby opened its batteries in a customary 
salute to the import of the day. Coacoochee heard the discharge, recognizing 
correctly that it was a “jubilee of freedom” emanating from his captors’ ves-
sels. “That flag,” sardonically concluded the American officer recording the 
events before him, “waving from the mast-head of Coacoochee’s prison-ship, 
symbolical of freedom, was saluted by the roar of artillery, announcing to 
the world the liberty of twenty millions of people, free, independent, intelli-
gent, and happy.” Not all in Florida, however, could hear the triumphant guns 
trumpeting the advance of American liberty. Most only heard the trampling 
of American soldiers, militiamen, and settlers, acquiring their lands.3
 True to his word, Coacoochee secured the surrender of his band, and he 
did so within the requisite forty days. He chose five warriors to go deep into 
the wilds of Florida and convince those of his band to fight no longer and to 
accept removal to lands in the west. Before leaving the chains of their prison 
ship, Coacoochee implored his warriors to mind the solemnity of his words, 
and yet know that he would not die a coward if they failed. He gave them thirty 
nine sticks, one for each day, and a fortieth, much larger than the rest and with 
blood on it. “When the others are thrown away, and this only remains, say to 
my people, that with the setting sun, Coacoochee hangs like a dog, with none 
but white men to hear his last words. Tell my wife and child”—and here he 
could no longer speak, overcome with emotion as he thought of the two—the 
Seminole leader turned away to hide the tears streaming down his face. As the 
last of the five warriors passed over the side of the ship, Coacoochee managed 
some last words and a directive—he gave to his fellow warrior a silk handker-
chief and a breastpin, “Give these to my wife and child.”4
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Int.1. Coacoochee (Wildcat) (Florida State Library and Archives).
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 Also true to his word, Colonel Worth would not hang the Seminole leader 
from the yard arm of the prison vessel. Over the period of several weeks, Coa-
coochee’s band turned themselves over to U.S. soldiers, and to the command-
ing officer’s satisfaction. They were then ordered to board a transport vessel 
to be shipped via New Orleans, up the Mississippi River, overland through 
Arkansas, and finally destined to Creek lands in territory forever guaranteed 
to the Indians—the modern day state of Oklahoma. As they embarked for the 
vessel, the women bowed and kissed the earth, whispering curses to those 
forcing their departure. On October 12, 1841, Coacoochee and 211 others, his 
wife and child included, looked for the last time upon the only land they knew. 
No one spoke as they assembled on the deck. Coacoochee broke the silence: 
“I am looking at the last pine tree on my land.” Sobs then emanated from the 
forced sojourners. “It was my home,” sighed Coacoochee. “I loved it; and to 
leave it now, is like burying my wife and child. I have thrown away my rifle; 
have taken the hand of the white man, and now say to him take care of me.” 
As an officer recalled, “the deck of the vessel was now substituted for the green 
turf of their native land.” Before them lay a most uncertain expanse of water, 
either to swallow them or to carry them safely to new and unknown lands 
they knew not. Coacoochee’s father, the great Seminole chief King Philip, had 
died two years earlier on his way west. His followers buried him on the banks 
of the Mississippi River just south of Baton Rouge, so far from his native land 
and yet so far from his destined one.5
 As Florida slowly disappeared over the eastern horizon, Coacoochee’s 
thoughts must have turned to the past. Maybe he recalled his capture early 
in the war, his subsequent imprisonment, and his daring escape. Maybe he 
remembered the several long years of the bloodletting that ensued, as he fled 
the advance of American soldiers, as he endeavored to keep his people alive 
to fight another day and to live free—albeit in fear—upon their native soil. 
Maybe he thought of the March day, in 1841, when he finally strolled into an 
American army camp and surrendered voluntarily. There, in the presence of 
Colonel Worth and his staff, his daughter, already a captive of the Americans, 
heard his voice, burst from her tent, and ran to the arms of her father. In his 
hands she placed some musket balls and powder she had secreted away while 
in captivity. Coacoochee, who believed his daughter no longer alive, wept. He 
thanked Colonel Worth and his officers—“the innate enemy of his race”—for 
protecting and returning his child, and then he evoked the last four years of 
his life, years where constantly he fought the advance of the Americans deeper 
into the peninsula of his home. “The white man comes,” and with him only 
foreboding consequences. “The white men are as thick as the leaves in the 
hammock; they come upon us thicker every year.” Most likely this is what 
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came into his mind as the blue waters surrounding the ship swallowed all sight 
of land.6
 Coacoochee indeed thought of the white men who had come to his lands in 
numbers too thick to resist. He recalled a dream he had before war came full 
upon his doorstep, a vision in which the spirit of his twin sister visited him. She 
had died years earlier, and her spirit Coacoochee now left behind. “In going 
from Florida,” he declared, “I leave behind me the spirits of the Seminoles,” yet 
when he died, he vowed to go and live with his sister. She had told him, in that 
dream, that in the spring of the Great Spirit all was peace. In some future day, 
Coacoochee vowed, he would go to her again. “I may be buried in the earth, 
or sunk in the water, but I shall go to her, and live with her. Game is abundant 
there; and there the white man is never seen.” Indian country in the west, how-
ever, proved anything but the spring of the Great Father. Starvation, sickness, 
and death awaited them in the lands where the white man had sent them.7
 Thus was the fate of the Seminole by the 1840s—a tragic consequence of 
U.S. expansion to the Gulf Coast during the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries—a story rarely told from the perspective of the vanquished, 
yet always colored in the perspective of the victor. The constant advance of 
Americans to the Gulf of Mexico made certain that Coacoochee’s wish to cul-
tivate his own plot of land, and there to bury the ashes of his kindred, his wife 
and his child, would never come true. Instead, it would be the Americans who 
would cultivate the plot of land and bury within their kindred. The unfortunate 
fate of the Seminole culminated from a long struggle with the young United 
States that commenced well before there was a United States of America—a 
fate that began in the Anglo-Spanish rivalry in the Southeastern borderlands, 
essentially sealed as a result of continual American incursions into Spanish 
Florida during the administrations of the Virginia Dynasty, intensified with 
the removal policy of the Jacksonian administrations, and sustained well into 
the twentieth century.
 Yet U.S. relations with the Seminole have too long been viewed through the 
lens of an ethnocentric American history. Ever since the tragic events affecting 
Coacoochee and his people, scholars and students of American contact with 
the Florida Indians have traditionally directed their attention overwhelmingly 
to the Second Seminole War (1835–1842),8 and only cursorily to the First Sem-
inole War (1817–1818)9 and even less to the Third Seminole War (1855–1858),10 
viewing these conflicts essentially as separate, unconnected episodes.11 Even 
the dates provided for these conflicts reflect a distinct American perspective. 
Rarely has scholarship focused on the pivotal events and issues that spawned 
these violent episodes defining U.S.-Seminole relations during the first half of 
the nineteenth century. Even those few works that pay some scholarly tribute, 
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albeit still abbreviated, to the last half of the eighteenth century—decades that 
proved crucial to the story of American contact with the Florida Indians—
remain locked in a strictly American viewpoint that takes for granted the 
eventual Americanization and outright acquisition of Spanish Florida.12 This 
indeed betrays a rather simplified and narrow approach to U.S.-Seminole in-
teraction, a biased perspective that relegates this rarely peaceful relationship 
into abbreviated periods, with set dates, and often attributed to short-term 
causes. Such is not the case. The contentious contact between the expand-
ing Americans and the retreating Florida Indians can only be described as 
one long unbroken struggle, commencing early in the eighteenth century and 
continuing well into the nineteenth. The traditional American dates provided 
for this conflict certainly fail miserably in assessing accurately the Seminole 
perspective. For them, the four decades from the War of 1812 to the eve of the 
U.S. Civil War proved to be a continuous fight for survival, an uninterrupted 
record of resistance, with no peace or rest in between—a history of conflict 
that commenced before American independence.
 The chapters within this volume reassess the traditional periods provided 
for U.S.-Seminole relations, and, in this process, advocate a new approach to 
how we look at the relationship between American expansion and the adverse 
effects of such expansion on the Seminole people. Each essay, in its own way, 
lends support to the contention that the conflict between the young United 
States and the Seminole people transpired over a period of nearly a century, 
commencing in the decade prior to the American Revolution and ending 
in the decade before the U.S. Civil War. In the endeavor to reexamine the 
traditional line of thought that has previously defined the various confron-
tations between expansive and aggressive Americans and the retreating but 
resistant Florida Indians, each contributor uniquely expands the conventional 
views and periods of U.S.-Seminole contact, and each does so in a variety of 
manners—chronologically, geographically, culturally, politically, conceptually. 
Through such a lens as that provided by the essays herein, a new approach 
to U.S. expansion to the Gulf Coast and the consequent fate of the Seminole 
emerges, a fresh perspective that certainly requires more attention and ad-
ditional study. The dates chosen for this volume, therefore—1763 to 1858—are 
not randomly selected. Rather, they indicate a more logical beginning and 
end to the bitter and protracted confrontation between Anglo-American and 
Seminole. These ten decades aptly delineate the unremitting U.S. expansion to 
the Gulf Coast and the consequent fate of the Seminole, making this struggle, 
as two Florida scholars have accurately titled it, “America’s longest conflict”—
indeed, it is America’s own Hundred Years’ War—and it modifies the tradi-
tional approach to how we view U.S.-Seminole relations.
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