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      “I have been hunted like a wolf and now I am about


      to be sent away like a dog.”




        —Halleck, a Seminole leader, July 1842
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        Three Choices




        It began with Christopher Columbus.





        He was looking for riches—gold, silver, spices, sugar, silks, perfumes, drugs—and for converts to Christianity, when he “discovered” America. It was a New World. New to Columbus, but not to its millions of dark-skinned peoples. They had been there for thousands of years before the white man “discovered” them. Columbus called them “Indians” because he mistakenly thought he had landed on the islands of the Indies, off the coast of Asia.




        He was amazed at the sight of the Indians. “They all go naked as their mothers bore them,” he wrote, “and the women also. . . . Some of them paint their faces, some of them their whole bodies, some only the nose.” He was pleased to find they had no means of defending themselves: “They do not bear arms or know them for I showed them swords and they took them by the blades and cut themselves through ignorance. . . . These people are very unskilled in arms . . . With fifty men they could all be subjected and made to do all that I wished.”




        Their generous ways puzzled him: “Anything they have, if it be asked for they never say no, but rather invite the person to accept it, and show as much lovingness as though they would give their hearts.”




        But as soon as he finished exclaiming over how kind, peaceful, and generous the Indians were, Columbus wrote back to Spain, to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, who had sponsored his voyage: “From here, in the name of the Blessed Trinity, we can send all the slaves that can be sold. [The Indians] are fit to be ordered about and made to work.”




        He put five hundred Tainos on caravels and sent them to Spain. Almost half died on the long voyage. The survivors were sold in the slave market of Seville, but they, too, soon died. It would be more profitable, he thought, to use Indian slave labor in the Americas. They were put to work extracting gold from the river beds. But many fled to the mountains. Those who stayed died quickly in slavery, or revolted. Columbus punished them with torture or executions. His men took hounds and hunted the fugitives down in the mountains. Thousands of Indians poisoned themselves rather than give in.



      


    




    

      

        Death was wholesale. In 1492 the Indian population of the island of Hispaniola was estimated to be 300,000. Fifty years later a Spaniard reported only five hundred Indians were left. The Spaniards were only the first. Soon the Portuguese and many other Europeans sailed across the seas to plunder the Americas. “People from heaven,” the Indians at first called them, welcoming them, often helping them to set up their colonies. They soon learned how cruel and greedy the strangers were.




        A pattern of plantations gradually grew up in the New World. The pattern grew out of experience the Europeans had had in colonies of the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. To make profits on the sugar, cotton, and tobacco plantations, production had to be on a large scale. And for that, plenty of cheap labor was needed.




        Slaves were the answer for the white settlers. They began with the people they found in the Caribbean islands—the Indians—and, when the Indians had almost been wiped out, imported Africans.




        Columbus knew nothing about the people he found living in the New World. He did not realize they were not a single people but many different peoples. There were about thirty million Indians then in South America, and about one million in North America. They lived in hundreds of different societies. In physical appearance, in culture, in language, they varied as widely as the people who lived in the Old World.




        But Columbus and most of the white explorers and colonizers who came after him were not able to see that. They saw the natives through a European looking glass; the image was badly distorted. The whites debated whether the Indians were humankind. Some said Indians were a sort of two-legged animal without soul or spirit. If the Indian was subhuman, then the white man need have no qualms about killing him.


      


    




    

      

        Unable to understand the Indians, the Europeans called them savages or barbarians. (Every people has found it hard to appreciate the customs, culture, and religion of another people. It was true of the Egyptians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Chinese. It is still true.)




        What the Indians were like in that part of the New World which became the United States is much better understood today. Most of us picture the Indian with high cheekbones, an eagle-beak nose, and reddish-brown skin. But the Indians were not a uniform group when the Europeans came. Some scientists believe that the native Americans were the result of the ancient intermingling of ethnic groups. Or at first they may have been a relatively uniform people, who developed into separate groups through isolation, genetic change, and intermixture.




        The Indians were divided not only by language and culture but by physical appearance. One group might be heavy-bearded and round-faced, while another might be lightly bearded and sharp-featured. From one region to another of the vast continent, many variations in color, eyes, nose, height, build could be found. Great differences sometimes occurred even among Indian groups who lived not far from one another.




        Some Indians lived in well-built houses of logs, planks, or adobe; some in many-roomed long houses of bark; some in earth lodges; some in multistoried communal pueblos. Many lived in towns or villages. Only some, such as the nomadic hunters of the plains, used the hide-covered teepee that almost every moviegoer thinks of as the typical Indian dwelling.


      


    




    

      

        The Indians provided for their family and their tribe by hunting, fishing, or farming. The men usually did the hunting and fishing, and made the tools and weapons. The women raised the crops, cooked, made the clothes, took care of the children. They sought to have enough to live on, not to get rich.




        The Indians knew how to grow plants and they steadily improved upon them by seed selection, by soil culture, and by the use of fertilizers. The white man learned to grow corn properly from the Indian. Indian farmers raised sweet potatoes, tomatoes, pumpkins, peanuts, squash, chili peppers, beans, and many other crops. It was Indians who introduced tobacco to the whites. Indians developed cotton independently from efforts to raise it in the Old World. They devised complex irrigation systems that made farming possible in desert regions.




        Metals such as copper, bronze, iron, and steel were unknown to the Indians. The tools they used for farming, fishing, hunting, and war were made of stone, bone, or wood. Indian clothing was usually made of hides or furs, with moccasins the chief footgear.




        The forms of Indian life were as richly varied as the language and cultural patterns. The rigid social structures of the Aztecs and Mayas were unknown north of Central America. Most of the North American Indians would not submit themselves to such ironbound control.




        War among the Indians was nothing like that conducted by armies ruled by military leaders. War raids were usually made on the initiative of an individual. Some tribes warred against each other, and some joined forces as allies. But there were Indian groups who did not approve of war and would fight only when attacked.




        The Indians held the land in common. No Indian had the exclusive right to own or use a piece of land, to give it away or to sell it. That was a concept the white man brought which the Indian did not understand. To the Indians the land was for all. They had a reverence for the earth and its web of life. They saw man as linked to the universe, partner in its vitality.
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            The first artist to depict Indian life in what is now the United States was Jacques le Moyne de Morgues, mapmaker for the French Huguenots who established a colony on the St. Johns River in Florida in 1564. The French settlement was wiped out by the Spanish a year later. This is a view of the Florida shore, as engraved by Théodore de Bry after le Moyne’s painting. (The Florida State Archives)


          


        




        


      


    


  




  




  

    

      


    




    

      

        





        But to the white colonist this view was alien. The white




        American was ambitious and aggressive. He would let nothing stand in the way of his goal: to acquire land and wealth. Isaac Weld, the English traveler, visiting the United States soon after its birth, wrote that the government and its people





        looked upon them [the Indians] . . . merely as wild beasts, that ought to be banished from the face of the earth; and actuated by the insatiable spirit of avarice, and that restless and dissatisfied turn of mind, which I have so frequently noticed; instead of keeping within their territories, where millions of acres remained unoccupied, but no part, however, of which could be had without being paid for, they crossed their boundary lines, and fixed themselves in the territory of the Indians, without ever previously gaining the consent of these people.




        





        From the beginning, English colonists believed Indians were hardly human and therefore the land they lived upon was open territory to be grabbed at will. William Bradford in 1617, looking across the sea to the land where the Puritans would found their Plymouth Colony, saw “the vast and unpeopled countries of America which are fruitful and fit for habitation, being devoid of all civil inhabitants, where there are only savages and brutish men, which range up and down, little otherwise than the wild beasts of the same.”




        Two hundred and fifty years later, it was no different. At an Indian council in 1877, Sitting Bull said:




        





        Hear me, people, we have now to deal with another race—small and feeble when our fathers first met them but now great and overbearing. Strangely enough, they have a mind to till the soil and the love of possession is a disease with them. . . . They claim this mother of ours, the earth, for their own and fence their neighbors away; they deface her with their buildings and their refuse. That nation is like a spring freshet that overruns its banks and destroys all who are in its path.


      


    




    

      

        We cannot dwell side by side. Only seven years ago we made a treaty by which we were assured that the buffalo country should be left to us forever. Now they threaten to take that away from us. My brothers, shall we submit or shall we say to them: “First kill me before you take possession of my Fatherland.”




        





        The Indian had no rights the white man was bound to respect—except the right to be converted to Christianity. As early as 1583, one English backer of colonization, Sir George Peckham, knew what was good for the Indians: “The savages are to be brought from falsehood to truth, from darkness to light, from the highway of death to the path of life, from superstitious idolatry to sincere Christianity, from the devil to Christ, from hell to heaven.”




        The white man, believing himself superior to the Indian, felt he had a mission: to make the Indian over in the white man’s image, to convert the Indian from his own faith to the white man’s religion, to get him to drop his own customs and to adopt the white man’s ways. “The nasty savages,” as Charles Chauncy, president of Harvard University, saw them in 1664, needed to be taught how to live and what to think.


      


    




    

      

        Among the baggage the white man carried with him to these shores was the belief that his skin color made him superior. In his mind colored people were inferior to white. He identified the red man and the black man with evil, with savagery. It gave him an excuse for enslaving or killing Indians and blacks. Colored people were good only for doing the hard and dirty work the white man did not want to do.




        Racist beliefs became woven into custom and law, into religion and education. Each white generation learned from preacher and teacher that colored people were inferior. Slavery and segregation were, therefore, natural and necessary. The first was a means of getting useful labor from people fit for nothing else. And the second was a way to keep them from contaminating their betters.




        How did the Indians feel about the whites who came to live on their continent? In 1787 a Delaware chief named Pachgantachilias said:




        





        I admit there are good white men, but they bear no proportion to the bad; the bad must be the strongest for they rule. They do what they please. They enslave those who are not of their color, although created by the same Great Spirit who created them. They would make slaves of us if they could; but as they cannot do it, they kill us. There is no faith to be placed in their words. They are not like the Indians who are only enemies while at war, and are friends in peace. They will say to an Indian, “My friend, my brother!” They will take him by the hand and, at the same moment, destroy him. And you will also be treated by them before long. Remember that this day I warned you to beware of such friends as these. I know the Long-knives. They are not to be trusted.


      


    




    

      

        





        Whatever the culture the Indians had—“savage” or “civilized”—it did not really matter to the white invaders. The whites, as Sitting Bull said, claimed the American earth for their own and would destroy anyone who stood in their way.




        What were the Indians to do? Give up the land they lived on? Resist the whites? Or try to stay where they were, but living apart, in states of their own?




        As soon as the whites had stayed in any place long enough to show their intentions, the Indians began to debate what they should do. It always came to deciding on one of these three courses of action. If they took the first path, it meant abandoning their tribal lands and their ancient ways of living. They would have “to walk in the ways of the white man.”




        To resist meant war. And war—against an enemy so superior in numbers and in weapons—would mean extermination.





        The third choice meant confining themselves to limited areas, in communities apart from the white man, while he did what he liked on the rest of the land. But for that to work, the white had to be willing to live and let live. He had to respect agreements concerning territorial limits and the rights of independent Indian states.




        Bitter arguments took place among the Indians. It was hard to find unanimous agreement on what policy to follow. (This discord was another gift of the whites to the Indians.) From colonial times on, the whites took advantage of such differences. They made pawns of Indian tribes. The English, the French, the Spanish, the Americans, used one group of Indians to fight against another. Brother shed brother’s blood in the interest of the whites. Such was the case in the French and Indian Wars, the American Revolution, and the War of 1812. The whites came to dominate the New World by getting one group of Indians to conquer another.


      


    




    

      

        Under relentless pressure from the whites, the Indians signed treaties. Almost always, at the heart of each treaty was the giving up of some Indian land, in return for money or other land. Rarely were Indians paid the true value of their land. Deceit and treachery often played a part in the whites’ negotiation of treaties. If the Indians refused to sign, they were made to do so by force they could not withstand.




        When Indians would not move off their lands, the whites made war. From the settlement of Jamestown to the end of the nineteenth century, some two hundred major battles were fought between Indians and whites. Again and again the Indians chose to die fighting rather than submit to the white man. Twice in Virginia—in 1622 and 1644—Opecanacanough led uprisings. In New England, the Pequot War took place in 1637 and King Philip’s War in 1672–76. In the Southeast, the Creek War of 1813–14 was another major conflict.




        Battles and skirmishes by the hundreds cost blood and life until 1890. The Indian Wars, they were called, but it was really all one great war, lasting some three hundred years, punctuated by almost four hundred treaties, few or none of them kept.




        One chapter in this tragic story—one of the least written about but one of the most significant—was the Seminole War of 1835–42. It was the longest of the Indian Wars, and the costliest in money and human life. At issue this time were not only Indian lands and Indian rights but, equally, the fate of black people—many of them runaway slaves—whom the Seminole had taken in and befriended. In the story of the Seminole War can be seen all the forces of America’s terrible racial history.





        


      


    


  




  




  

    

      


    




    

      

        A New Indian Nation




        Florida, that big paw of the American continent dipping into the warm waters of the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, became the battleground of the Seminole War. Less than twenty-five years after Columbus’s first voyage to America, Spanish voyagers visited the coast of Florida, giving Florida the distinction of being America’s oldest frontier. The Spanish occupied the peninsula for almost three centuries.




        The Seminole Indians were not there when the Spanish arrived. It was the Calusa Indians of southern Florida who saw the three caravels of Ponce de Leon when they sailed in looking for slaves and gold. Stories of kidnappings and killings by strange white men in the Bahamas and the southern islands had already reached the Calusa; the big seagoing trading canoes carried the news fast. The Florida Indians knew what the Spanish in these first slaving ships wanted, and from the earliest recorded times they resisted the white man’s attempts to send them to the West Indies to replace the native slave labor which was rapidly being killed off. Spaniards unlucky enough to be shipwrecked off coasts the Calusa controlled were killed or in turn enslaved by them.




        It was an unequal contest. The Calusa numbered perhaps fifteen thousand when the Spanish came. After 1572, little was heard of the Calusa again. The Apalachees, too, disappeared before white invasion, this time by the English. Many were captured and sold into slavery in the West Indies. The Timucuans, who lived in northeastern and central Florida when the Spanish arrived, were wiped out by the invaders’ guns and diseases or by Carolina slave raiders.
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          The Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León, who claimed Florida for Spain in 1513. He died of an arrow wound inflicted by Indians, whom the invaders soon exterminated. The Seminole came later to Florida. (The Florida State Archives)
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            Beginning with Columbus, the Europeans who came to the New World sought to build fortunes by exploiting the people and their land. They used guns and hounds against the Indians who resisted enslavement. (The Florida State Archives)


          


        




        


      


    


  




  




  

    

      


    




    

      

        By the early 1800’s, wars and slave raids had eliminated Florida’s aborigines as tribes. Scattered remnants survived, to become fused with the Seminole. Who were the Seminole? Relatively young among Indian nations, they consisted primarily of groups who broke away from the Creeks in Georgia. They began migrating to north Florida in the early 1700’s and came in three successive waves over the next hundred years.




        Seminole life developed out of Creek ways, which were very different from those of the Florida aborigines. Creek culture was first described by Hernando de Soto. His was the most famous of the early Spanish expeditions to Florida. His ten ships beached at Tampa Bay in 1539. With about six hundred soldiers and a few women, his army headed north on mules and horses, driving before them their live food supply—poultry, pigs, sheep, and cattle. They explored a region now included in several Southeastern states.




        In what was to be Alabama and Mississippi, de Soto found Indians living in stockaded towns set on terraces above rivers. On their broad fertile fields they raised corn, beans, and squash and a plant new to de Soto called tobacco. The Indian houses were made of wattle and daub and their roofs were thatched. De Soto was impressed by how much they looked like the typical European villages he knew, except that the Indian villages were much cleaner. At the east end of each town was a temple raised on a pyramid of earth.




        These Indians—the Choctaw, Chickasaw, Natchez, Biloxi—were skilled in basketry and pottery, and they carved in wood, bone, shell, and semi-precious stones. Some were traders who canoed inland north and south on the rivers to exchange home goods for those made by other peoples.
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            Hernando de Soto, who led a large Spanish expedition to Florida and nearby regions in 1539. He observed the Creek culture from which Seminole life developed. (The Florida State Archives)


          


        




        


      


    


  




  




  

    

      


    




    

      

        Although they were peaceful, the Indians de Soto met did not welcome invaders who looted the treasures of their temples and tortured and killed anyone who opposed them. But bow and arrow could not defeat firearms, and most towns gave up resistance and waited for the hated strangers to move on.




        West and north de Soto advanced, reaching the lands of the Creek nations. They spoke the Muskogee tongue, like the Choctaw and Chickasaw. And their material mode of life—towns, temples, and agriculture—was similar too. English traders later divided them into the Upper and Lower Creeks according to the regions they lived in. There were certain differences between the two groups, but they shared the same basic pattern of culture.




        Their population of forty thousand lived in some fifty towns scattered throughout Georgia, Alabama, and their fringes. The Creeks set their villages close by a river, stream, or spring. They raised corn, melons, beans, and pumpkins, and when the soil wore out, moved to another place. They farmed and hunted to feed themselves, and in this period when the whites first knew them did not try to raise a surplus for trading. Their hunting territory was tribally owned.




        Each Creek town, averaging about eight hundred persons, governed itself. Its headman or chief had power but seldom used it without consulting with the town council. Often every man in the tribe was present when a major decision was to be made. The men of a town who had proved their standing chose the chief and confined the post to one family line so long as it produced effective leaders. The town council could impeach a chief any time he was considered unsatisfactory.




        The chief’s duties were many. He was in charge of the public granary, where some of the harvest from the town’s fields was stored. After a successful hunt he invited the town to a feast that concluded with an all-night dance. He chaired discussions at the town council, steering them to a decision. He picked the time for the annual harvest ceremony, received embassies from other towns and tribes, and spoke for his town in dealings with the world outside.


      


    




    

      

        Among the town council was a group that directed the planting, cultivating, and harvesting of the town fields, and the collecting of leaves for the “black drink,” the emetic and purge used at all ceremonies.




        Home to a Creek man (and later to the Seminole) was where the women of his mother’s clan lived. Thus, the chiefs were chosen from the hereditary line of the women. Prowess in war was what started a Creek up the ladder of office. Once he was on the lower rungs, his ability as an orator or administrator and his knowledge of tribal law and lore could send him on to the highest positions in leadership in the Creek culture. A man showed his rank by painting his face and body in prescribed patterns.




        While each Creek town was separate and independent, a loose confederacy grew up among them. With the coming of the Europeans, it became tighter and more influential. The towns came together usually once a year, in May, for a council meeting that hundreds of delegates and thousands of tribesmen attended. They took up political issues but gave ample time to ceremony and recreation, too. No king or leader held absolute power in the confederacy. By thorough discussion, in a kind of participatory democracy, the Creeks tried to find unity. They knew they could protect themselves best by pooling their warrior power. Still, each town remained free to fight or make peace.




        James Adair, an educated Scotsman who lived for almost fifty years among the Southeastern Indians, said the Creeks breathed nothing but liberty.




        The warlike ways of the Creeks gave de Soto trouble. They fought hard to defend their lands. They ran off Spanish horses and cattle, stole and ate the Spaniards’ sheep and pigs, and killed their hunting dogs. De Soto soon pushed north into the Cherokee country.


      


    




    

      It is not easy to trace how the Seminole Indians emerged from the Creek. The Seminole were not a tribe in the usual sense. They were a composite of many small groups of Indians, the remnants of tribes and bands. When Creeks began drifting into Florida in the first years of the eighteenth century, the original tribes of Florida were almost extinct. The newcomers established a few villages, which gradually lost their Creek identity. They made raids against the Spaniards and their Indian allies and learned much about the Florida wilderness.




      Their numbers were increased in 1715 when several groups of Indians warred against the English colonists in South Carolina because these frontier traders had cheated and abused them. When the Indians lost, some retreated far south to St. Augustine and settled nearby.




      From 1750 to about 1812, half a dozen villages took root in the northern part of Florida. From that base, Indian hunters roved the peninsula for bear, deer, and the cattle running wild from ranches the Spanish had given up.




      Florida was rich not only in fish and game but in a wide variety of berries, fruits, and vegetables. Indians who wished to put plenty of space between themselves and the white man could find ample food here.




      Some bands of Lower Creek moved south because white settlers were crowding them in Georgia and the herds of deer were shrinking. Encountering one of these bands, the Oconee, William Bartram learned what prompted their migration. They needed to move constantly because the maize and beans they grew exhausted the soil rapidly. But whenever they looked for more fertile land, they risked battle with the hostile tribes surrounding them. In Florida they hoped to find a place uninhabited by other Indians. Settling in the Alachua region, this group became the nucleus for the principal Seminole tribe.





      


    


  




  




  

    




    

      

        Band of Brotherhood




        How the Seminole lived was recorded by William Bartram. A trained natural scientist from Philadelphia, he traveled through the South in the mid-1770’s, noting down everything he saw. Welcomed by the Alachua tribe, he wrote this description of where they lived:





        The town of Cuscowilla, which is the capital of the Alachua tribe, contains about thirty habitations, each of which consists of two houses nearly the same size, about thirty feet in length, twelve feet wide, and about the same in height. The door is placed midway on one side or in the front. This house is divided equally, across, into two apartments, one of which is the cook room and common hall, and the other the lodging room. The other house is nearly of the same dimensions, standing about twenty yards from the dwelling house, its end fronting the door. The building is two stories high, and constructed in a different manner. It is divided transversely, as the other, but the end next the dwelling house is open on three sides, supported by posts or pillars. It has an open loft or platform, the ascent to which is by a portable stair or ladder: this is a pleasant, cool, airy situation, and here the master or chief of the family retires to repose in the hot seasons, and receives his guests or visitors. The other half of this building is closed on all sides by notched logs; the lowest or ground is a potato house, and the upper story over it is a granary for corn and other provisions.


      


    




    

      

        Their houses are constructed of a kind of frame. In the first place, strong corner pillars are fixed in the ground, with others somewhat less, ranging on line between; these are strengthened by cross pieces of timber, and the whole with the roof is covered close with the bark of the cypress tree. The dwelling stands near the middle of a square yard, encompassed by a low bank, formed with the earth taken out of the yard, which is always carefully swept. Their towns are clean, the inhabitants being particular in laying their filth at a proper distance from their dwellings, which undoubtedly contributes to the healthiness of their habitations.
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