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Cusick: Some Thoughts on Spanish East and West Florida

Some Thoughts on Spanish East and West
Florida as Borderlands
by James G. Cusick
Andrew McMichael points out in Atlantic Loyalties, the
eastern Spanish borderlands of Louisiana and the Floridas
uffered constant upheaval in the 40 years between 1778
and 1818. During those years, some fourteen different episodes
of conspiracy, revolt, or invasion shook colonial society, beginning
with the raids ofJames Willing in 1778 and carrying on through the
First Seminole War of 1817-1818 (see Table 1) .1 Although several of
these upheavals stemmed from general warfare in the region, many
were instigated by fairly small groups of men who played upon the
discontent of fellow settlers or who drew on a base of support that
lay across an international boundary line and beyond the reach of
Spanish law. Often these upheavals took on the character of personal
feuds against Spanish functionaries and their friends rather than of
genuine political revolt. In 1804, for example, the Kemper brothers
of the New Feliciana district, West Florida, led a series of raids to
disrupt Spanish control of the area. McMichael, in his analysis of
their actions, concluded that " [their] raids were less about protorevolutionary sentiments among West Floridians than about the
nature of the people attracted to the borderlands." 2 What was that
nature? In part, it consisted of clan loyalty, contempt for authority,
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Table 1. Upheaval in Louisiana and the Floridas 3
James Willing

West Florida and Louisiana

1778

Francisco de Miranda

Louisiana and the Floridas

1781

East Florida Rebellion

East Florida

1795

Kemper Revolt

West Florida

1804

William Augustus Bowles

East and West Florida

1788-1803

Aaron Burr

Louisiana and West Florida

1806

West Florida Revolution

West Florida

1810

Patriot War

East Florida

1812-1813

Col. George Nixon

West Florida

1814

War of 1812

West Florida and Louisiana

1812-1815

Destruction of Negro Fort

East and West Florida

1816

Gregor Macgregor / Luis Aury

East Florida

1817

American Occupation of Amelia Island

East Florida

1817

First Seminole War

East Florida

1817-1818

and a willingness to use violence to settle disputes. William Davis, in
his recent book on the West Florida revolt of 1810, rendered a similar
opinion of the Kempers. They were like many American settlers, he
noted, who entered the Spanish borderlands out of self-interest and
were inclined to show little patience toward any regulations that
blocked it. "A king's failure to treat an American citizen the way that
American expected to be treated in his own United States could be
the catalyst for rebellion," Davis observed, "especially if the king's
action resulted in the frustration of an individual's ambitions to
prosper." 4
Indeed, throughout the years in question, the Spanish
borderlands were plagued with individuals whose highest loyalty
was to self. In some cases, this led influential men into collaboration
with local Spanish officials. Take, for example, the case of James
Wilkinson, an American military officer. Upon passing into the
Spanish borderlands to enrich himself through commerce, he
found it relatively easy to set aside his fealty to the United States and
become an agent of Spain's monarchy. In 1787, he proposed a plan
to Spanish officials in Louisiana, arguing that he could persuade the
inhabitants of Kentucky to join the Spanish empire if Spain granted
3.
4.

Modified from Andrew F. McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties: Americans in Spanish
West Florida, 1785-1810 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 79.
William C. Davis, The Rogue Republic, How Would-Be Patriots Waged the Shortest
Revolution in American History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), xiv.
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them free use of the Mississippi River. He explained his shift in
allegiance in this matter-of-fact way: "Born and educated in America,
I embraced its cause in the last revolution, and remained throughout
faithful, until its triumph over its enemies. This occurrence has now
... left me at liberty, having fought for her happiness, to seek my
own. [But] circumstances and the policies of the United States
having made it impossible for me to obtain this desired end under
its Government, I am resolved to seek it in Spain." 5
Far more common than men like Wilkinson, however, were
men like the Kempers -Anglo-American settlers with strong desires
for self-aggrandizement and little regard for the morass of Spanish
regulations and bureaucracy that bedeviled their attempts to get land
or engage in commerce. The Spanish Floridas saw the rise and fall of
many agitators and malcontents, men like Edmund Genet, William
Augustus Bowles, George Mathews, and Gregor MacGregor, among
others. Yet few of them had the resources or the military credentials
to overthrow governments. In more settled and densely populated
places, their disruption of the social order would probably have been
crushed by the local sheriff or a band of energetic citizens with a
noosed rope. But no sooner did one disappear-into exile, death, or
a cell-than another came along. This article examines some of the
factors in borderland life that fostered such men.
Why were the Spanish Floridas such fertile ground for social
upheaval in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries? Some
of the circumstances that favored these movements came from the
general progress of events in Europe and their effects on colonies in
Spanish America. During the early 1800s, the Napoleonic wars rewrote
traditional alliances among the European powers, strained relations
between the United States, Britain, and France, and pealed out a death
knell for the Spanish empire. A weak Spanish government, constantly
under threat from French armies, forged a temporary alliance with
Britain. However, as battles went against Spain, its monarchy was
forced back into a policy of appeasing France and Napoleon. Part
of this policy included the promise to return the Louisiana territory
to French sovereignty. For a variety of reasons, this stratagem only
produced additional problems for Spain. France, having acquired
Louisiana, ignored stipulations against its transfer to another country
5.

Andro Linklater, An Artist in Treason, The Extraordinary Double Life of General
James Wilkinson, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Army and Agent 13 in the Spanish
Secret Service (New York: Walker Publishing Company, 2009) , 87.
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and sold it to the United States under the Louisiana Purchase. The
transfer of territory altered the balance of power in North America,
driving a wedge of American settlers between the Spanish colonies of
the Floridas and Texas. It also spawned acrimonious disputes between
Spain and the United States about the legality of the transfer and
about the boundaries of Louisiana. AsJ.C.A. Stagg has discussed, while
Spanish ministers protested the entire legitimacy of the Purchase,
American statesmen pushed forward a case for including West Florida
and portions of Texas within its provisions. 6
Ultimately, the loss of Louisiana undermined Spain's control of its
remaining possessions in North America and at the same time failed
to guarantee it any protection from French aggression in Europe. In
1808, Napoleon forced the Spanish royal family to renounce its rights to
the crown and placed Spain under military occupation. By 1810, when
portions of Spanish West Florida broke free of Spain by revolt, Spain's
future as an autonomous nation seemed on the point of political
extinction. Its monarch was a prisoner, the French were gradually
overcoming all opposition to control of the Iberian Peninsula, and a
regency government, established by Spanish loyalists to oppose French
rule, was besieged at Cadiz. For colonists in the Floridas, as for other
colonists throughout Spanish America, d1e future seemed to hold only
three possibilities: independence, attachment to Britain or France,
or incorporation into the United States. At the same time, American
citizens in the southern United States saw Spain's misfortunes as an
invitation to rid themselves of the unwelcome presence of Spanish
colonists and government officials at their borders. 7
Land hunger, and especially a desire to annex territory from
the Creek and other Native American powers of the Southeast,
also fed a willingness by borderland settlers to use armed force to
achieve their goals. "The ever-aggressive American frontiersmen ,
continuously pressing into Indian territory, always encroached on
6.

7.

Paul E. H offman , Florida's Frontiers (Bloomington : Indian a U niversity Press,
2002), 260-261; James G. Cusick, The Other War of 1812: The Patriot War and the
American Invasion of Spanish East Florida (Athen s: University of Georgia Press,
200 7), 16-1 9; J.C.A. Stagg, Borderlines in Borderlands: j ames Madison and the
Spanish-American Frontier, 1776-1821 (New H aven , CT.: Yale U niversi ty Press,
2009), 38-47.
Frank Lawren ce Owsley, Jr. a nd Ge n e A. Smi th, Filibusters and Expansionists,
Jeff ersonian Manifest Destiny, 1800-1 821 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama
Press, 1997), 181-190; Cusick, Other War, 38-55; McMichael, A tlantic Loyalties,
55-60. Gabriel H . Lovett, Napoleon and the Birth of Modem Spain, Vol. 1: The
Challenge to the Old Order (New York: New York University Press, 1965), 85-1 32.
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the weakly held Spanish borderlands," observed Owsley and Smith
in Filibusters and Expansionists. Other motives for destabilizing the
border zone stemmed from American antipathy toward British
interference in North America. As noted by William Belko in his
study of the First Seminole War, Americans distrusted and resented
even nominal British presence along the Gulf Coast. 8 Since Spain
relied heavily on British aid during the Napoleonic era, American
hostility to one often meant hostility towards both; and the place
where the interests of Spain and Britain seemed to coalesce was
on the borders of the American South. "The spectre of the British
presence in North America-always a mantra of antebellum
Americans-. . . provided a powerful impetus for Americans to
seize the Floridas," Belko notes. "In the end, however, it was the
Spanish and the Seminole who paid the heavy price." 9
These larger concerns certainly promoted and sustained a state
of social unrest in the Floridas and also fueled thoughts of forcibly
ejecting Spanish authorities from the region. "The weakening
Spanish empire acted as a magnet to expansionists in the United
States," observed Owlsey and Smith. "This troubled water offered an
excellent occasion for employment to anyone interested in seeking
his fortune as a soldier, privateer, pirate, or filibuster." 10 But were
the causes of unrest in the Floridas rooted solely in these particular
historical circumstances? As Owsley and Smith have noted, social
upheaval in the Floridas predated the Napoleonic era. For most of
the eighteenth century, the inhabitants of the borderlands from
the Florida peninsula to the Mississippi River knew few years of
peace.n Why was the area so prone to dispute and disruption?
The answer to this may be founded less in historical particulars
and more in the nature of borderland societies. When different
societies share a border, they cannot help but be affected by their
proximity. There are many definitions of "borderland" but one of
the most practical is that offered by Oscar]. Martinez in his classic
work Border People. As opposed to a frontier, which is an area out at the

8.

Previous quote, Owsley and Smith, Filibusters, 187. WilliamS. Belko, "Epilogue
to the War of 1812: The Monroe Administration, American Anglophobia,
and the First Seminole War," in America's Hundred Years' War: U.S. Expansion
to the Gulf Coast and the Fate of the Seminoles, 1763-1858, ed.William S. Belko
(Gainesville: University Presse of Florida, 2011), 54-102.
9.
Belko, "Epilogue," 55.
10. Owsley Jr. and Smith, Filibusters, 183.
11. Ibid. , Filibusters, 119.
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periphery of a state or empire, a borderland, he writes, is "a region
that lies adjacent to a border, a zone of transition, a place where people
and institutions are shaped by natural and human forces that are
not felt in the heartland." 12 Ellwyn R. Stoddard, writing like Martinez
about the modem U .S.-Mexican border, identified typical features of
borderland society this way: "Borderland communities traditionally
survive by ignoring [federal] regulations, circumventing them, or
translating them into border customs that are culturally, historically,
and functionally acceptable for daily border intercourse."13 In other
words, although settlers in border areas may live close to core areas
of a nation, rather than on a truly distant frontier, they can be similar
to frontier pioneers in one respect: they do not necessarily feel the
sense of unity or nationhood that prevails in the heartland. Moreover,
they are constantly negotiating with the people and culture just over
their border. Being removed from the heartland and in close contact
with "foreigners" fosters concepts of loyalty that are highly localized.
Border inhabitants tend to focus on objects of loyalty that are
immediately tangible and close at hand-self, family, local community.
If self-reliance is the characteristic of the pioneer, self-interest and selfprotection are the chief traits of the border resident. For example,
Gilberto Miguel Hinojosa, in his classic study of the residents of
the border town of Laredo, Texas, from 1755 to 1870, concluded
"Laredoans acted primarily out of concern for their own best interests
and only secondarily if at all to advance imperial or national goals." 14
All of these observations are applicable to the Spanish Floridas.
East and West Florida, by their proximity to the Caribbean, and to
first the British Atlantic colonies and later the United States, were
places that were politically and culturally within the sphere of the
Spanish empire but constantly under the influence of peoples
and economies operating just outside their borders. As with most
borderlands, the defining feature of life in the Floridas of the late
eighteenth century was the existence of the border itself. A border
may be only a line on a map, but it carries behind it the full weight
of international law and treaty. It demarcates the sovereignty of one
12.

Oscar]. Martinez, Border People: Life and Society in the U. S.-Mexican Borderland
(Tuscan: University of Arizona Press, 1994) , 12.
13. Ellwyn R Stoddard, Richard L. Nostrand, and Jonathan P. West, Borderlands
Sourcebook: A Guide to the Literature on Northern M exico and the American Southwest
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1983), 5.
14. Gilberta Miguel Hinojosa, A Borderlands Town in Transition: Laredo, 1755-1870
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1983), xv.
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state-level society from another and it is the existence of "the border"
that is the essential and defining characteristic of a borderland. 15
People living along a border have to deal with the political and social
consequences of this boundary line on a daily basis. The same does
not hold true for people living in a frontier. In contrast to a frontier
area, in a borderland there is no gradual transition of settlements
and peoples, no buffering effect of empty spaces. The boundary
line is abrupt. In the case of Spanish East and West Florida, the
cultural and legal precepts of Spain, and the Spanish language,
predominated on one side of the line, while on the other was AngloAmerican culture and law, and the English language. Moreover, as
the population of the United States expanded, the people on either
side of "the border" lived in increasing nearness to one another, and
were increasingly uncomfortable with this neamess. 16
Modern border problems, such as those along the U.S.-Mexico
15. Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, "From Borderlands to Borders: Empires,
Nation-States, and the Peoples in between in North American History," The
American Historical Review 104, no. 3 Qune 1999): 814-841, specifically 840.
16. As Daniel H . Usner,Jr., has noted, the term "borderlands" can mean a division
of study within American historiography, a region defined by the modern U.S.Mexico border, or the spaces where former colonial powers vied for control.
See Daniel H. Usner, Jr. , "Borderlands," in A Companion to Colonial America
by Daniel Vickers (Malden, MA.: Blackwell, 2003), 408-424. From the time
of Herbert Bolton, writers on this subject have frequently confounded the
term "borderlands" and "frontier," often treating them as synonyms. David
Hurst Thomas found the etymology of "borderlands" so frustrating that he
threw the term open to re-definition. See David Hurst Thomas, "Columbian
Consequences: The Spanish Borderlands in Cubist Perspective," in Columbian
Consequences, Volume 1, A-rchaeological and H istorical Perspectives on the Spanish
Borderlands West, ed. David Hurst Thomas (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1989). David Weber, the premier scholar on the subject,
actually dropped the use of the term "borderlands" from his best-known and
award winning work and used the term "frontier" instead. See David]. Weber,
The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press,
1992), 6-10. Others also have preferred to avoid using the term "borderlands."
For example, in studies of Spanish Florida, Amy Turner Bushnell adapted the
concept of "periphery" to her history of the mission system. See Amy Turner
Bushnell, Situado and Sabana, Spain s Support System for the Presidio and Mission
Provinces of Florida, Anthropological Papers of the American Museum of
Natural History, Number 24 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1994) , 2328. Hoffman conceived of Florida's history in stages of wave-like frontiers. See
Hoffman, Florida Frontiers, xv. But it is hard to contextualize Florida's history
after 1670 without acknowledging the significance of "the border." To ignore
the border and the ramifications of its existence makes it virtually impossible to
understand the events of the time. For a discussion of "frontiers" as borderless
and examples of how borderlands can be transformed into frontiers, see
Adelman and Aron, "From Borderlands to Borders," 815-816, 821-823, 828,
and 831-832.

Published by STARS, 2011

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 90 [2011], No. 2, Art. 4

140

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

border, are shaped by current political and economic conditions,
but they have parallels in earlier times and can starkly illuminate
the basic realities of border life. For example, to draw further on the
observations of Martinez and others, some general characteristics
of living near a border are:
1. Borders are places of international contention. Hostile
or strained relations between two state powers will
directly impact a border area and may alter sovereignty
in the area.
2. Control of a border is, at best, difficult. Far from being
barriers, borders tend to be permeable. People can
cross borders-to migrate and start new lives, to escape
persecution, to seek new opportunities, or to raid and
smuggle.
3. Because of the difficulties posed byenforcingjurisdiction,
borderlands are often beset with illegal activities. As
Martinez notes of modern borders: "International
borders are likely to be the scene of conflict due to such
basic factors as vague territorial limits, unclear title to
natural resources, ethnic rivalries, and restrictions on
the movement of goods and people over a political
line. Where frontier conditions exist, lawlessness is also
frequently a problem." 17
4. Administration of a borderland often requires
modifications in policy. Authorities may have to
selectively enforce or ignore national or imperial
policies to meet border realities. Put more succinctly
by]. Lawrence McConville, "from the point of view of
national integrity the Borderlands are an administrative
nuisance." 18
5. Borders, in anthropological terms, force people to deal

17.

18.

Oscar J. Martfnez,
US.-Mexico Borderlands: Historical and Contemporary
Perspectives (Wilmington, DE.: Scholarly Resources, 1996), xiii; McMichael ,
Atlantic Loyalties, 129-42. McMichael specifically discusses the problems of law
enforcement at "the line" dividing Spanish West Florida from the Mississippi
Territory.
J. Lawrence McConville, "Border Culture Overview," in Borderlands Sourcebook:
A Guide to the Literature on Northern Mexico and the American Southwest, eds.
Ellwyn R. Stoddard, Richard L. Nostrand, and Jonathan P. West (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1983), 247.
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with the "other"-with people whose customs, language,
and law differ from their own. Problems on one side of the
border are often beyond the control of people on the other
side, until they spill over. Whether a border is peaceful or
hostile, people along the border still have to deal with each
other on a daily basis-there is no avoiding it.
6. Because of this, lifeways in borderlands frequently
reflect a mix or syncretism of the peoples, cultures,
customs, religions, and languages that prevail to either
side of the border.
7. Borderlands can also foster the re-invention of self.
In places with low population density and scattered
settlement, social hierarchies are often less rigid and more
open to social advancement. According to McConville,
borderlands often attract outcasts. They do not draw "so
much from the 'core,' or central elements of the societies
which supposedly control the region, but instead from
the ragged edges of the social fabric, from the human
surpluses, and from the 'ravines' and 'gullies' of the social
order into which some have inevitably stumbled." 19 This
should not be overstated, since colonial borderlands often
had thriving merchant communities and their own form
of gentry. But social outcasts on one side of a border can
often manipulate circumstances to their own advantage
by crossing over. A debtor on one side of a border might
become an estate owner on the other, a slave crossing
the border might become a free person, an outlaw might
become a military leader.
8. All of these factors about life in borderlands affect the
loyalties of residents along the border. As Hinojosa
observed in his study of Laredo and as McMichael noted in
his examination ofloyalties in Spanish West Florida, border
people cannot always depend on a national or imperial
entity to render justice in their area. Their loyalties tend
to run along highly personal and local lines-to their own
families, lands, and immediate environs.
Accordingly, a borderland environment clearly prevailed in
Spain's Florida possessions at least from the time of the founding
of Charles Town in 1670 and certainly after the creation of
19.

Ibid, 246.
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Georgia in 1733. After 1670, there were almost always two statelevel jurisdictions prevailing in the American Southeast and
bordering one another. The border line itself might change but
it vanished only during the years between 1763 and 1775, when
British authority and law existed uniformly across the area, until
this uniformity evaporated during the American Revolution. Seen
in this light, the constant filibustering expeditions and upheavals
of the late eighteenth century are only later chapters in a story that
also included the inception of the slave sanctuary policy in Florida
in the 1680s, the destruction of the Spanish mission system in the
early 1 700s, and the ongoing tensions between Florida and Georgia
that dominated the area after 1733. There is, in other words, a long
view to the unrest and disruption that occurred in the area.
Aside from these general characteristics of borderland life,
however, two other factors seem to have been at play in the Spanish
Floridas after about 1780 and perhaps contributed to the volatile and
violent nature of attacks on local authority. The first, already noted
in the introduction to this article, was the concept of personal liberty
ingrained in many incoming American immigrants. Frequently
this was expressed by a disdain for officialdom. If the powers and
regulations of a border government clashed with this sense of personal
liberty among new arrivals, one or the other would have to give way.
A second factor was the cult of honor that suffused so many
aspects of male identity in these times and that was so closely linked
to violence. If the colonial cultures-French, Spanish, British,
American-had one thing in common in the eighteenth century, it
was the intense importance of honor to concepts of masculinity. "Few
travelers failed to notice the white Southerner's touchiness to insult,
his hair-trigger temper, which often resulted in outbursts of physical
force," commented James M. Denham in Rngue's Paradise, his study
on violence and retribution in Florida. But this "touchiness" was not
a characteristic of white Southerners alone. William B. Taylor, in
his work on violence in colonial central Mexico, recorded a series
of "fighting words" that provoked similar hair-trigger responses
among indigenous and mestizo men in Spanish America. In the face
of taunts about honesty, manhood, or race, lower class men would
throw a punch, deliver a beating, or pull a knife. 20
In the Spanish borderlands, where the cultural precepts
20.

James M. Denham, A Rogue's Paradise: Crime and Punishment in Antebellum
Florida, 1821-1861 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1997), 17.
Denham has summarized some of the views about the relation between honor
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of Spanish society met those of Southern society, touchiness
about honor tended to reinforce a loyalty to self and family that
was already a prominent feature of border life. Wyatt-Brown, in
outlining defining elements of southern honor, observed that
it demanded a fierce defense of personal and family reputation
"particularly in the character of revenge against familial and
community enemies." This fierceness was a marked trait of life
in the New Feliciana district of Spanish West Florida, home turf
of the Kempers and scene of their 1804 revolt, and continued to
characterize life there long after the end of the colonial period. In
Pistols and Politics, Samuel Hyde traced incidences of violence in
the Florida parishes of Louisiana, including Feliciana, from 1810
into the later nineteenth century. For the piney woods dwellers
of these parishes, he noted, codes of honor called for immediate,
spontaneous redress of wrongs. "Every man knew that he risked his
life by insulting another. "21
As a borderland, then, the Spanish Floridas could be considered
inherently unstable, and additional circumstances made border
society especially vulnerable to disruption. Among the historical
circumstances was the contest between the United States, Spain,
and at times Britain, for control of the area. Most settlers saw
the status quo change at least once within living memory, and
this provided the precedent for changing it again. Demographic
circumstances also worked against a stable society. The population
of the Floridas was a mix of peoples arriving at a variety of times,
and included Native American polities, settlers of different
national origins, slaves and free people of color, and a constant
influx of new arrivals. These people lived under the rather weak
kind of governance and fluctuating loyalties that characterized
life in borderlands as a whole. They also lived in a time and place
where insults to personal honor and integrity could easily trigger

21.

and violence in the ante-bellum South:18, 62-66. Dueling in defense of honor
was well-recorded in Thomas Gamble, Savannah Duels and Duellists, 1733-1877
(Savannah, GA: Review Pub. & Print. Co., 1923). William B. Taylor, Drinking,
Homicide, and Rebellion in Colonial Mexican Villages (Stanford, CA.: Stanford
University Press, 1979), 81-82, 86. Taylor noted that in 348 cases of violence in
his tallies for central Mexico, 80 could be traced to 'fighting words' or insults
considered so offensive they prompted a physical attack.
Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 34-35; Samuel C. Hyde, Jr., Pistols
and Politics: The Dilemma of Democracy in Louisianas Florida Parishes, 1810-1899
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 11-13.
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violence. The typical difficulties of enforcing law and order near a
border probably exacerbated a predisposition on the part of many
settlers to exact private revenge for injury.
How did internal and external factors play out in the
borderlands? In some cases, they worked in favor of individuals
seeking escape from oppression. For example,Jane Landers, in her
works on slavery and free people of color, has repeatedly emphasized
that the political instability of the late eighteenth century
constantly opened up chances for people to assert themselves, take
risks or make choices, and in some cases escape the shackles that a
larger society wanted to impose on them. Writing of the American
Southeast and the Caribbean, she noted "in this multicultural
arena, many peoples and powers competed-Mricans of various
distinct ethnicities, a wide array of indigenous nations, European
powers such as Great Britain, France, and Spain, and, eventually,
the new government of the United States. Conflicts were frequent,
and there were many opportunities for Atlantic Creoles to 'take the
tide' and alter a life 's course." 22
At the same time, basic authority in the borderlands was
always subject to challenge, not so much by the oppressed as by
the ambitious or discontented. Three well-documented cases of
upheaval may serve to demonstrate how easily outside interlopers
or disaffected inhabitants could threaten a vulnerable status quo.
The first case is that of William Augustus Bowles, who may
well be considered the archetype of the free-wheeling individual
seeking his own power base in Florida. In a recent study, Gilbert
C. Din described him this way: "He was an ambitious and
uninhibited extrovert with an inflated ego, oozed charm and
braggadocio to disarm strangers and opponents, and possessed a
grim determination to persevere in his objectives regardless of the
odds or costs." 23 In many respects, this description of Bowles could
just as easily be applied to a number of other men of the same ilk
and era: James Wilkinson, who dabbled with thoughts of detaching
Kentucky from the United States; Aaron Burr, who envisioned
himself at the head of a country straddling the West and portions
of Mexico; George Mathews, instigator of the Patriot War in East
22. Jane G. Landers, Atlantic Creoles in the Age of Revolutions (Cambridge, MA.:
Harvard University Press, 2010), 5.
23. Gilbert C. Din, "William Augustus Bowles on the Gulf Coast, 1787-1803:
Unraveling the Labyrinthine Conundrum," Florida Historical Quarterly 89, no.1
(Summer 2010) , 3.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol90/iss2/4

12

Cusick: Some Thoughts on Spanish East and West Florida
FLORIDA AS BoRDERLAND

145

Florida, or Gregor MacGregor, self-proclaimed Spanish American
liberator. Bowles, although a unique individual, was hardly unique
as a borderland type and his clash with the authorities in colonial
Florida manifests patterns that repeated themselves in other
upheavals.
Although a native of Maryland, Bowles became well-acquainted
with northern Florida from military service with the British Army in
Pensacola between 1778 and 1781. He spent two of those years (as
a deserter) among the Lower Creeks, gaining skills that he would
later put to use as an agent of a trading firm out of the Bahamas.
Much of his career reads like a history of Spanish East and West
Florida in miniature. In the 1780s he introduced himself again into
Creek society, offering his services as an alternative to the Spanish
as a supplier of goods and arms. A rash miscalculation led him
to attempt an armed excursion to disrupt Spanish control of the
St. Johns River, but he found no support among settlers or native
peoples and his followers deserted him. His second major action,
the sacking of the Panton Leslie and Co. store on the Wakulla River
in 1792, proved threatening enough to provoke a military response
on the part of Spanish officials and resulted in his capture. His
grandest military success, the siege and capture of Fort San
Marcos in 1800, proved short-lived. In none of these cases did he
have the resources for a sustained confrontation with authorities,
although he was able to remain active against them for years by
taking refuge in the hinterlands. Din's final assessment of Bowles
portrays him as strikingly similar to others who would come in his
wake: "An accurate view of Bowles requires stripping him of all the
claptrap he disseminated about himself and considering him for
what he was-an adventurer who in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries strove to carve out an autonomous domain to
satisfy his personal ambitions in notice, stature, and power." 24
A second major case of upheaval occurred in East Florida in
1795 when the colony was rocked by a short-lived revolt. This revolt
was a more serious affair, as a challenge to Spanish authority, than
Bowles' hounding of outposts, but like the1n it never achieved
widespread support or a solid base of operations. In part, at least,
it sprang from foreign intrigue. During 1793 and 1794, Edmund
Genet, representing the government of revolutionary France,
24.

Din "Bowles," 5-15, 25; McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties, 80-82; Hoffman, Florida
Frontiers, 258-259.
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began to recruit individuals in South Carolina and Georgia for
a possible seizure of East Florida. An offshoot of his efforts was
a plan under Elijah Clarke to move against the Creeks. These
plans came to naught. However, because of them, the governor
of Spanish East Florida, Juan Nepomuceno de Quesada, became
suspicious of a number of new arrivals in his territory-all AngloAmericans-and had them arrested for conspiracy to stage a revolt.
Among those suspected were John Mcintosh, scion of a leading
family in southern Georgia, Richard Lang, a former magistrate and
militia captain for Quesada on the Florida-Georgia border, along
with affiliates Peter Wagnon, William Plowden, Abner Hammond,
and William Jones. Suppressing this conspiracy posed all the usual
dilemmas of borderland jurisdiction. Quesada sent the principals
to Havana, but the Cuban courts later freed them for lack of
evidence. Distrusting the loyalty of border families, the governor
ordered settlers to evacuate from their lands between the St. Johns
River and the Georgia border. This resulted in the displacement
of 125 families. The arrests and evacuations caused a furor in both
Georgia and East Florida. 25
When the men detained in Cuba were released, they returned
to a border area that was now in ferment. Popular anger with
Quesada had increased. The detainees regained access to their
lands and homes, but visited the Georgia side of the border
frequently. Richard Lang pressed Quesada to compensate him
for his imprisonment, writing that this "will be the only means of
preventing me from cohorting myself with all my power to pull off
the yoke of despotism and spread abroad the liberty and freedom
that God has bestowed to all mankind. "26
On June 27, Lang, at the head of an armed party of seventy one
men, captured and burned FortJuana, a northern outpost in East
Florida. About two weeks later, he united his force with a hundred
additional men including John Mcintosh, Peter Wagnon, William
Plowden, and William Jones. They next attacked Fort San Nicolas,
which guarded the ferry station on the St. Johns River, taking the
fort by surprise, killing three Spanish soldiers (the commanding

25. Hoffman, Frontiers, 249-251 ;Janice Borton Miller, juan Nepomuceno de Quesada,
Governor of Spanish East Florida, 1790-1795 (Washington , D.C.: University Press
of America, 1981) , 137-166.
26. Charles E. Bennett, Florida's "French" Revolution, 1793-1795 (Gainesville:
University Presses ofFlorida, 1981) , 176.
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officer also dying in the fray) and capturing the entire garrison. 27
By taking an important fort, Lang and his associates
accomplished in 1795 what West Floridians would do fifteen years
later at Baton Rouge. Yet, whereas the capture of the fort at Baton
Rouge in 1810 led immediately to a declaration of independence for
portions of West Florida, the successful attack on Fort San Nicolas
ultimately ended in failure. Settlers in East Florida did not support
Lang's occupying force and, in the face of Spanish reinforcements,
the rebels had to retreat to a stronghold on Amelia Island and then
across the border into Georgia. 28
There are many parallels between this revolt in 1795 in East
Florida and the 1804 revolt of the Kemper brothers in West Florida.
Reuben Kemper and his brothers Nathan and Samuel held land
on either side of the border between the New Feliciana district
in Spanish West Florida and the Mississippi Territory. Like the
principals in the 1795 revolt, the Kempers were initially motivated
to take up arms because of grudges against Spanish officials and
law. Their resentments centered on an adverse court ruling that
stripped Reuben of his property in the Feliciana district. Between
June and August of 1804, this dispute escalated into a fight against
eviction, then into armed retaliation, and finally into a call for
rebellion. Nathan and Samuel Kemper, brothers to Reuben and
sharers in his legal and financial misfortunes, resisted Spanish
attempts to remove them from his premises in Feliciana. When
forced to flee, they returned a few days later to threaten residents
who had sided against them with Spanish officials. Then, to avoid
arrest, the brothers crossed the border into Mississippi territory.
But over the next two months, Nathan and Samuel, backed by
numerous supporters, skirmished with Spanish patrols detailed to
arrest them. Ultimately, they kidnapped a local Spanish official and
raised the flag of rebellion, calling for a general uprising. As in the
case of East Florida, their successes were short-lived. They failed
to muster enough adherents to offer serious challenge and were
constrained to stick close to the border and American territory for
their own safety. 29
Although the 1795 and 1804 revolts were not identical in
27.

28.
29.

Ibid., 172-177, 185-195; Richard K. Murdoch, The Georgia-FloridaFrontier, 17931796; Spanish Reaction to French Intrigue and American Designs (Millwood, N.Y:
Kraus Reprint, 1974) , 158-159.
Bennett, Florida's French Revolution, 194-195.
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their sequence of events, both were typical border problems. Both
incidents centered on men who were not well-integrated into the
established gentry of the colony-the people with influence on the
government-and who had neither the trust nor the favor of local
officials. There was a clannish element, too, to the revolts; they
tended to congeal around a central gang or band of men who were
able to move fairly freely back and forth across the nearby borderor 'the line' as it was known in West Florida. Spanish authorities
were powerless to prevent this. Control of the border required
stringent measures on both sides, and while American officials
in Georgia and the Mississippi Territory responded to complaints
from Carlos de Grand Pre and Juan Nepomuceno de Quesada
about border control, they also declined to seize upon anyone
within their jurisdiction for actions they committed outside their
jurisdiction. The records on the revolts also indicate that there was
a strong element of personal revenge mixed in with rhetoric about
rebellion: both the Kempers and the adherents to the 1795 revolt
combined their military actions with retaliation against individuals
and families that they considered as enemies or betrayers. In
summarizing Reuben Kemper's evolution from would-be frontier
merchant to filibuster, Davis noted that it was linked closely to
his fierce desire to get even: "Kemper blamed the Spaniards for
putting him out of business. He felt a keen and unyielding sense of
justice. Years later, at the close of Reuben Kemper's life, one of his
close friends remarked that he was 'as sincere in his attachments
as he was implacable in his resentments, when he felt that he had
been injured or betrayed. "' 30
The aftermath of the revolts also had some parallels: they bred
into the participants a long-lasting enmity against Spanish rule.
John Mcintosh, for example, who lost all of his East Florida property
as a result of his involvement in the 1795 revolt against Governor
Quesada, nursed an active hatred for the Spanish authorities in
Florida, and returned some twenty five years later to join in the
Patriot War of 1812. Richard Lang returned to East Florida in 1799
only to be expelled a second time for his alleged affiliation with the
plots of William Augustus Bowles. Reuben and Samuel Kemper, in

30.

McMichael chronicles the Kempers' constant crossing of the border. See
McMichael , Atlantic Loyalties, 76, 86, 91 , 140. For other particulars of the
revolts, see Cusick, Other War, 50-51; Davis, Rogue Republic, 21-52. The quotation
is from Davis, Rogue Republic, 13.
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the years after 1804, also took active roles against Spanish interests.
In 1810, following the revolt against Spanish rule, Reuben received
a commission from the convention in Baton Rouge to liberate
_Mobile and spent much of that year raising forces to threaten the
port. Samuel joined the Magee-Gutierrez expedition into Texas in
1812 and in 1813 briefly led itY
The general outcomes of these cases-Bowles and the two
revolts-were also similar, and again, related to features of the
borderlands. On the one hand, it was relatively easy for small bands
of men to ignite trouble. Yet none ever had a firm foundation for
overthrowing the local government. Whether seeking supporters
among the Creeks, or the planters of East Florida, or the general
population of Feliciana, the leaders met with failure. Both the ease
with which they took up arms and their difficulties in sustaining
support were related to their borderland environment. The
diverse population of Spanish East and West Florida had no
common ideology, no common language or religion, not even
similar personal histories to make common cause with the rebels.
McMichael, in analyzing the failure of the Kemper revolt, identified
three key factors that prevented the revolt from taking hold: (1)
West Florida was still generally prosperous in 1804; (2) Spanish
military power was still formidable in the area; and (3) the Kempers
did not come from the ruling gentry and did not represent their
interests. 32 These same factors prevailed in East Florida, and for
a longer period of time, since Spain had a military stronghold at
St. Augustine and the local economy remained strong in the first
decade of the nineteenth century.
This situation began to change by 1810 at a time when external
and internal factors were pushing the borderlands further towards
instability. Certainly by this time West Florida had developed into
a classic example of a borderland, as defined in this article. Its
population represented a mix of people-French, Spanish, Canary
Island, German, Anglo-American, Mrican American, and others.
The proximity of the border with the United States and the influx
of Anglo-American immigrants complicated local government.
Although sworn to uphold Crown interests, local officials could not
ignore popular sentiments and legal precepts had to be adapted for
31.
32.
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use in a border area. Spanish laws regarding manumission of slaves
and other rights accorded to slaves were enforced-but not to the
extent that they would undermine an agricultural system based in
slave labor. The Catholic faith was promoted and encouraged, but
Protestantism was allowed a kind of shadow existence, tolerated as
long as it was kept private. 33 Most important, the relationship of
settlers to government often ran through personal lines. Although
Spanish law accorded all subjects the right of petition and appeal
for grievances, there were also less formal means of redress for
settlers with influence: they might exploit their personal or family
ties to government officials or their general standing in local
society to get their concerns heard. Governing a borderland colony
was always a balancing act for the king's representatives. In a society
where loyalties often ran along families lines-to immediate kin
and also in-laws-it was important for Crown representatives to win
and keep the support of influential clans. Carlos de Grand-Pre was
a fixture in the government of Baton Rouge, well-connected, and
in office for two decades. For many settlers, as McMichael notes
in his study of West Florida, Grand-Pre was "the personification of
their loyalty to the Spanish Crown." 34
Control of the border also grew more difficult. Disruption in
West Florida tended to emanate from Feliciana and Saint Helena,
the areas close to the border. 35 Hyde, in characterizing over-theborder immigration into West Florida in the wake of the Louisiana
Purchase of 1803, noted: "Many army deserters and criminals
were among these Americans seeking a safe haven in West Florida.
The territory quickly became infested with undesirables who
disrupted settlement patterns and waylaid wagons and travelers
on the trails and highways. In addition, considerable numbers of
American filibusters, adventurers inciting revolution in Spanishheld area, were also counted among these migrants." 36 Many of
these newcomers had no connection or shared interests with the
established elites in West Florida and no loyalty to the status quo.
Even so, the failure of the Kemper revolt in 1804 demonstrated
33.

34.
35.
36.
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that it would take more than mere discontent or a small armed
insurrection to undermine the overall legitimacy of Spanish rule.
A remarkably similar situation prevailed in East Florida, adding
weight to the argument that the borderland nature of the Floridas,
as much as particular events, created the dilemma of instability.
As in West Florida, the population was a mix of people-Spanish,
Cuban, Mediterranean, French, British, Anglo-American, and
Mrican American, among others. 37 As with West Florida, Spanish
regulations had to be adapted to meet local circumstances. In
particular, trade connections with the United States and Britain
had to be kept open. The gradual growth of a small population
of free people of color, as well as the mustering of free black men
into militia units, aroused even greater protest from neighboring
Americans than it did in West Florida. East Florida also had a
smaller population-about 4000 people altogether, free and slave.
The personal nature of government was more apparent than in
Baton Rouge. In 1795, after the colony was torn apart by rebellion,
the breach was only healed when the malcontents were exiled and
when a new Irish-born governor, Henry White, took control of the
colony. Like Grand-Pre in Baton Rouge, White came to symbolize
order and authority in the colony. He remained in office for
fifteen years and by the time of his death in 1811, many colonists
could remember no other governor. Within a year of his death, a
filibustering effort from Georgia attempted the armed overthrow
of Spanish authority. 38
Given these parallels, why did the 1810 revolt in West Florida
lead to a successful break with Spain and the Patriot War of 1812
in East Florida end in failure? In both cases, the colonists were
concerned about their future as Spanish subjects. Also in both
cases, the settlers lost the individuals who represented stabilityGrand Pre and White.
One major difference may be in the transfer of loyalties
to their successors. By all accounts, Charles de Hault Delassus,
who succeeded Grand Pre as governor and commandant of the
four western districts of West Florida, was seen as vacillating and
unreliable by many residents of Baton Rouge and Feliciana. Juan
Jose de Estrada, on the other hand, the Cuban military officer
37.
38.
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Charles de Hault DeLasuss, Governor of West Florida in 1810. Image courtesy of
the West Florida Revolt Collection, the Center for Southeast Louisiana Studies, Southeastern
Louisiana University.

who replaced White in East Florida, had roots in the St. Augustine
community and a solid reputation. 39
Another major difference was in the origin and progress of
the two insurrections. In West Florida, there was a long lead-up
to armed conflict, with inhabitants in the New Feliciana District
holding a series of meetings at Troy, Egypt, and St. Francisville, and
39.
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petitioning through Governor Delassus for selection of delegates
to a general convention. The Convention, when it met, included
not only delegates from the traditionally unruly border district
of Feliciana but from Baton Rouge and the other neighboring
districts as well. In July and August of 1810, the meetings of this
Convention allowed opposition to coalesce against the governor.
The Convention also put in place a provisional government for
the districts before disputes with the governor came to a test of
arms. By the time Philemon Thomas's forces captured the fort at
Baton Rouge, the Convention was in a position to consolidate its
authority over the rebel districts, issue edicts and proclamations,
and organize a defense against possible attack by elements still loyal
to Spain. This helped forestall a potential civil war in West Florida
between factions supporting the Convention and those adhering
to Spanish rule or hoping for British or French intervention.
Ultimately, a civil war might have come anyway. Governor Folch
at Pensacola was struggling to assemble sufficient forces to defend
that town and Mobile and reestablish Spanish control over Baton
Rouge. Spanish officials in the St. Helena District were openly
hostile to the Convention. The potential for a major confrontation
ended when President James Madison decided to assert American
sovereignty over Baton Rouge and to back it with American troops.
Instead of descending into civil war, West Florida was dividedthe western portions becoming part of the U.S., the eastern ones
remaining possessions of Spain. 40
In East Florida, the circumstances were different. When
George Mathews, an American citizen and former governor of
Georgia, staged an insurrection against Spanish rule in 1812, it was
40.
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impossible to mask it as an internal revolt. There was no equivalent
to West Florida's Convention to provide a local legislature and
provisional government inside East Florida. Moreover, Mathews
mustered and launched his Patriot forces from the Georgia side
of the border, stamping the action clearly as an invasion in the
eyes of practically everyone. The Patriots managed to seize the
border port of Fernandina but they failed to capture St. Augustine
or to win decisive American backing for their cause. The rapid
success of the West Florida Revolt in 1810 may have clouded their
thinking, lulling them into a belief that a large-scale insurrection,
with or without a groundswell of local support, would carry the
day through sheer momentum. In fact, George Mathews was so
confident that the Patriots would sweep through East Florida, and
so unprepared for strong resistance, that he contemplated a future
move against Pensacola. 41 Yet in the end the Patriot War of 1812
turned out to be just a longer and bloodier version of the abortive
revolt of 1795 in East Florida. It turned into a stand-off and civil
war. The Patriots, backed by U.S. regulars and Georgia militia,
pitted themselves against Spanish loyalists, backed by the garrison
and militia at St. Augustine. When this border conflict merged into
41.
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the War of 1812, both sides were stuck, unable to achieve outright
victory or to concede. For eighteen months they battled against
each other in an increasingly vindictive conflict until, worn out,
American forces withdrew from the colony and Spanish forces
gladly adopted a stance of neutrality in the larger warfare raging
between the United States and Britain.
Economic self-interest also played a role in determining
allegiances in these two cases. In West Florida, an unpopular
new governor and declining confidence in Spain's ability to keep
order persuaded many settlers to switch their loyalties. Plagued
by a collapsing political situation in Spain, a border district beset
with crime, and declining commercial prospects, settlers tied to
the trade and traffic along the Mississippi River had few reasons to
cling to Spanish sovereignty. The American Embargo Act of 1807
hurt residents of Baton Rouge and adjacent areas as badly as it
did the American commercial centers of the Atlantic seaboard. In
general, the first decade of the nineteenth century saw an increase
in discontent in West Florida. As McMichael summarized the
situation: "With the further constraints on economic opportunity
following the American embargo, the disastrous political chaos
brought on by the death of Grand-Pre, and the confluence of
international events, virtually every prop that might assure the
loyalty of a people to the existing government had disappeared. The
political loyalty shown by West Floridians, as applied in the layers of
community, region, province, and country, had been reduced one
by one, until only loyalty to the local community remained. West
Floridians chose their community, as they had to, because it was
the source of their prosperity, contentment, and independence." 42
By contrast, the same American embargo policies that were
causing economic hardship in West Florida ushered in an economic
boom in East Florida. Merchants in the port of Fernandina found
themselves at liberty to engage in open trade with Spain, Europe,
and the United States, while their major American competitors
in Charleston and Savannah suffered through a suspension of
trade with Britain. Contemporary accounts note that people
were "making money hand over foot" in East Florida in the years
between 1807 and 1812. 43 There were few economic reasons to
favor an American take-over of the colony. Indeed, the incursion
42. McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties, 159-164, 175.
43. Cusick, Other War, 56, 106-107.
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of the Patriots, far from bringing prosperity or stability to settlers,
plunged the area into chaos. As the Patriot conflict dragged on, it
more and more took on the character of revenge-of an attempt
by people out of Georgia to punish the core population of Spanish
East Florida for past wrongs. It became a showdown between two
different cultures and societies at the border. 44
At root, settlers' most basic loyalty-loyalty to self-interestbroke in different directions in East and West Florida. In comparing
the outcomes of American intervention in the two Floridas, and the
decisions of President James Madison with respect to them,J.C.A.
Stagg concluded: "[President] Madison was, perhaps, fortunate
that there proved to be a large enough number of American
settlers in West Florida and the surrounding regions to sustain
his actions in 1810, or at least to acquiesce in them, without the
province falling into the internal quarrels and dangers of civil war
that were to characterize the independence movements of many
other parts of the Spanish-American empire after 1810 ... East
Florida, on the other hand, escaped Madison's grasp . . . there
were never enough settlers or sympathizers in the province to give
sufficient reality to the claim made by George Mathews in January
1811 that the local population could stage a successful rebellion
without outside assistance." 45
Overall, the histories of Spanish East and West Florida seem
to illustrate the general difficulties of maintaining social order in
a border area, as well as the particular problems facing Spanish
colonies during an era of revolution and American expansionism.
The general argument of this article has been that the Spanish
Floridas, although certainly affected by historical circumstances,
actually typified problems that are common in border zones across
time. In fact, features of border life based in part on the modern
U.S.-Mexico border seem equally applicable to the colonial
borderlands and help to explain why colonies like East and West
Florida were so prone to unrest.
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