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Introduction


Seminoles and Miccosukees

The Seminole Tribe of Florida was officially recognized by the United States government in 1957. Approximately 1600 people are now registered members of the tribe. Their south Florida headquarters are on the Hollywood reservation. (A reservation is land set aside for the people by the United States government or land the tribes have purchased.) Tribal members living on the Hollywood, Big Cypress, Immokalee, and the smaller Tampa and Ft. Pierce reservations speak the Mikasuki language. Seminoles living on the Brighton reservation speak the Muskogee, or Creek, language.

The Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida was incorporated in 1962. At that time, leaders changed the spelling of the name for their people and the language they speak from Mikasuki to “Miccosukee,” to distinguish their new tribe. The people live on their reservation where tribal offices are located. The reservation is west of Miami along Highway US 41, also known as the Tamiami Trail, near the Shark Valley entrance to the Everglades National Park. Reservation land is also set aside along the section of I-75 known as Alligator Alley. They have businesses on that reservation, but they do not live there. Over 500 people are registered members of the Miccosukee tribe.
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Some south Florida Native Americans choose not to belong to either tribe and do not live on a reservation.
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♦ 1 ♦
 Patchwork

Clothes as Art

You may not realize that the clothes that you wear can be considered art. Surprised? Art is not just painted pictures to hang on the walls or sculpture to touch or walk around. All people, from prehistoric times to modern times, have created art, one way or another. Anything that someone creates using skills and imagination can be art: the print of a hand carefully placed on the wall, a basket woven of grasses, a quilt, or a ceramic pot. Why not a shoulder bag, shirt, or skirt?

You can learn a lot about the Florida Seminole and Miccosukee Indians from their clothes and accessories. Accessories are things like jewelry, scarves, and belts worn with clothes. These Native Americans wear their art! The finest art of many Native American people is found in the clothes and accessories that they create. The Seminoles and Miccosukees are best known for their colorful patchwork clothing.

If you see an old photo of a Native American man wearing a patchwork outfit in a dugout canoe, do you know that he used his canoe to hunt and fish in the Florida Everglades? He was a Seminole or Miccosukee Indian and he lived in a chickee, an open-sided house with a palmetto-thatched roof. Each group of Native Americans is very different from the others. Where they live affects what they eat, the kind of house they live in, the things that they believe, how they dress, and the art they create.


Chickees
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A chickee is an open-sided house with a roof made of palmetto fronds. Of all Native American tribes, only the Seminoles and Miccosukees of south Florida lived in chickees. Several clan-related families once lived in a camp that had many chickees built on higher ground. The grandmother owned the camp, and her daughters and their families and her unmarried sons lived in the camp too. When a man married, he moved into his wife’s family’s camp.

A chickee has only one big room. Four posts of cypress support each corner of the roof, the roof frame, and a raised wooden platform built to keep the family safe from snakes and other animals. The palmetto-thatched roof that reaches 12 or more feet above ground is watertight and can even withstand the strong winds of a hurricane.

During the day, the mother sewed clothing for the family on her sewing machine in the chickee. At night, each family slept together on blankets on the platform. Cloth coverings were pulled down on the sides for privacy and protection from mosquitoes and other insects.

The camp had a cooking chickee, where all of the women cooked meals for their families over a wood fire built on the ground in the center of the chickee. The logs of the fire were arranged facing the four directions: east, north, west, and south. A big black pot full of sofke, a warm corn drink, simmered over the fire. Shelves built around the sides of the cooking chickee held pots, pans, tin cups and plates, and food supplies.
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