Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 90
Number 2 Florida Historical Quarterly, Volume
90, Number 2

Article 6

2011

The Rise and Fall of the Original Lone Star State: Infant American
Imperialism Ascendant in West Florida
Cody Scallions

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Scallions, Cody (2011) "The Rise and Fall of the Original Lone Star State: Infant American Imperialism
Ascendant in West Florida," Florida Historical Quarterly: Vol. 90: No. 2, Article 6.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol90/iss2/6

Scallions: The Rise and Fall of the Original Lone Star State: Infant America

The Rise and Fall of the Original Lone Star
State: Infant American Imperialism Ascendant
in West Florida
by Cody Scallions

T

o many scholars, the West Florida Revolt of 1810 served
merely as a transitional period in American history.
Referenced as a time when a few social elites rose to
challenge Spanish colonial authority in southeastern Louisiana,
the West Florida Revolt has been viewed as a necessary step
in the annexation of the territory by the United States. Recent
research suggests this perspective should be qualified. Much like
the Republic of Texas, the Republic of West Florida exhibited
characteristics common to more successful independent states,
including a functioning written constitution, a judicial system,
a treasury, an army, and important elements of foreign policy.
Rather than focus on the eventual annexation of the region, this
article examines how a faction of the social elite of West Florida
was able to stage a successful revolt, develop a government
while still under Spanish control, and build an independent
nation, despite the many obstacles faced by those involved.
Understanding this process provides a different context for
evaluating the eventual submission of the Republic to infant

Cody Scallions recently secured his M.A. in History at Southeastern Louisiana
University. He is currently expanding his research on West Florida.
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American imperialism and nation building in the Americas
during the nineteenth century overall. 1
The 1810 West Florida Revolt had its origins in the Louisiana
Purchase of 1803. The purchase passed possession of all French lands
west of the Mississippi River and New Orleans to the United States.
American leaders believed that gaining control of the vast territory
granted them unhampered access to the Mississippi River and
surrounding territories, a boon to expanding trade opportunities.
Not included in the purchase was a strip ofland east of the Mississippi
River and below the 31st parallel known as West Florida. 2 Spain did
not cede West Florida to the French before the Purchase, therefore
the territory did not pass into U.S. control and remained a Spanish
colony. 3 Comprised of four districts, Baton Rouge, Feliciana, St.
Helena, and Chifoncte (later known as St. Ferdinand), ownership of
the West Florida territory and boundary lines sparked confrontation
between the United States and Spain. James Monroe, the U.S.
ambassador to England during Thomas Jefferson's administration,
claimed that the Purchase included all Florida lands west of the
Perdido River. William Pinkney, the American commissioner in

1.

2.

3.

For a comprehensive review of the West Florida Revolt see Isaac Joslin Cox, The
West Florida Controversy, 1798-1813: A Study in American Diplomacy (Baltimore:
The John Hopkins Press, 1918); Stanley Clisby Arthur The Story of the West Florida
Rebellion (St. Francisville, LA: The St. Francisville Democrat, 1935); J.C.A.
Stagg, Borderlines in Borderlands: james Madison and the Spanish-American Frontier,
176-1821 (Hartford: Yale University Press, 2009), Andrew McMichael, Atlantic
Loyalties: Americans in Spanish West Florida 1785-1810 (Athens: The University of
Georgia Press, 2008); David A. Bice, The Original Lone Star Republic: Scoundrels,
Statesmen, and Schemers of the 1810 West Florida Rebellion (Clanton, AL: Heritage
Publishing Consultants, Inc., 2004); William C. Davis, The Rogue Republic: How
Would-Be Patriots Waged the Shortest Revolution in American History (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011); and Samuel C. Hyde, Jr. , Pistols and Politics:
The Dilemma ofDemocracy in Louisiana's Florida Parishes, 1810-1899 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1996). For historiography on the Republic of
Texas see Paul D. Lack, The Texas Revolutionary Experience: A Political and Social
H istory, 1835-1836 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1995); T.R.
Fehrenbach, Lone Star: A History of Texas and the Texans (Cambridge: Da Capo
Press, 2000); and Randolph B. Campbell, Gone to Texas: A History of the Lone Star
State (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) .
Some do not agree with the perspective that West Florida was not included in
the Louisiana Purchase. If true that possession is nine-tenths of the law, Spain
was the rightful claimant to West Florida for the Spanish maintained actual
possession of the territory.
Letter from William C.C. Claiborne to Thomas Jefferson August 24, 1803,
Thomas Jefferson Papers General Correspondence, 1651-1827, Library of
Congress.
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Madrid, reported that the Spanish refuted Jefferson's claim, and
maintained that France sold land that it did not own. 4 Debates over
land claims had a profound effect on the West Florida inhabitants.
_Many residents expected to become citizens of the United States
and fall under the governance of William C. C. Claiborne and the
Territory of Orleans. Claiborne 's jurisdiction extended north only
to Manchac, however, leaving those above lakes Pontchartrain and
Maurepas under Spanish rule. 5
The population of West Florida consisted of multiple ethnicities
indicative of Louisiana's complex colonial past. By 1810, West
Florida included French, Spanish, English, Anglo-American, Mrican
American, and Indian factions dispersed throughout the territory.
The French were the first to colonize the area, but lost their claim
to the British after the Seven Years War. British imperial control
lasted less than two decades. Acquiring the region in 1763, Britain
controlled the area until 1779 when a Spanish military expedition
led by Bernardo De Galvez ended British occupation of the region.
The new Spanish regime allowed non-Spanish colonists to remain in
the territory with their land claims intact, provided they took an oath
to remain loyal to Spanish authority and converted to Catholicism.
Many refused, placing their land holdings injeopardy. 6
Prior to the Spanish period, Anglo American colonists migrated
to the rich soil along the Mississippi River and established cotton
and sugarcane plantations. Generous Spanish land grants and lax
administration lured many settlers to West Florida. Another factor
that increased the Anglo American population in West Florida was
the aftermath of the American Revolution. British loyalists feared
retaliation from the Articles of Confederation government and
many fled to West Florida. By 1810, pro-American, loyal Spanish,
and independent factions seeking self-governance became
increasingly prominent in the region. 7
4_
5.

6_
7.

Ibid. For secondary sources see McMichael , Atlantic Loyalties, 55-60 and Cox,
The West Florida Controversy, 86.
Letter from William C.C. Claiborne to Thomas Jefferson , August 24, 1803,
Thomas Jefferson Papers General Correspondence, 1651-1827, Library of
Congress. Secondary reference found in Arthur, The Story of the West Florida
Rebellion, 25.
H yde, Pistols and Politics, 18-19.
For details on the three factions and their roles during the West Florida Revolt,
see Samuel C. Hyde, Jr., "Consolidating the Revolution: Factionalism and
Finesse in the West Florida Revolt, 1810," Louisiana History: The Journal of the
L ouisiana Historical Association 51 , no.3 (2010): 261-283.
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From 1807 to 1810, Spain's control over West Florida weakened
significantly. In 1807, Don Carlos Dehault De Lassus arrived to lead
the Spanish government at Baton Rouge, inheriting a territorial
government of corrupt officials and inadequate law enforcement. 8
A limited number of the Spanish troops remained at forts in Baton
Rouge, Mobile, and Pensacola with only small patrols covering the
territory. The absence of significant Spanish forces and no local
militia left remote regions unprotected from bandit and Indian
raids. Governor De Lassus compounded the problem through
his appointments of delegates as alcaldes, or local magistrates. He
approved the appointment of men from British loyalist backgrounds
who were often less popular with the residents of their district and
he frequently proved absent minded when it came to addressing
the concerns of the people. By his appointment of men favorable
to monarchical rule, the pro-American and independent factions
lost faith in De Lassus and the Spanish government. A rumor that
Napoleon Bonaparte had entered negotiations to reclaim the
territory sold through the Louisiana Purchase further weakened
Spanish authority. West Floridians feared a return of French
assertiveness in Louisiana because it would allow France to open
a claim and take, forcefully if necessary, Louisiana, placing them
under Bonaparte's tyrannical rule and jeopardizing land claims. 9
Facing political and social turmoil, De Lassus contended with
a growing number of rebellious Anglo Americans who favored U.S.
control. The roots of Anglo discontent emerged in 1804 with the
Kemper Rebellion. The Kemper rising, led by brothers Reuben,
Nathan, and Samuel Kemper, known vagrants and disturbers of the
peace who lived on the territorial border, targeted Spanish authority
in West Florida. The revolt centered on a land dispute between the
Kempers and John Smith, a merchant and land speculator. Smith
and Reuben opened a joint trading business in West Florida that
failed, leaving Reuben in debt to Smith. In order to retrieve lost
profit, Smith filed an injunction with Spanish authorities against
Kemper that claimed his land as payment. Already unhappy that
West Florida did not pass into U.S. possession after the Louisiana
Purchase, the Kemper brothers attacked Spanish officials and
8.

9.

Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 30. For an in-depth analysis of
crime and government in West Florida under De Lassus see McMichael,
Atlantic Loyalties, 127-168.
McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties, 153, and Arthur, The Story of the West Florida
Rebellion, 30.
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burned their homes. 10 They then advanced on Baton Rouge, but
their force was too weak and carried little support among the West
Florida populace in the area. This caused the rebellion to falter
.and its supporters to disperse. The Kemper Rebellion, though
unsuccessful, was a constant reminder to De Lassus of the fragility
of Spanish authority in West Florida. Spanish weakness led some
members of the West Florida elite to advocate for a change in
administrative responsibility to secure the protection of local
inhabitants. 11
In July of 1810, Philip Hicky, an appointed Spanish official,
circulated a letter to his constituents advising them to appoint
delegates to meet with Governor De Lassus in order to address
Indian and bandit raids in the area. Days later, an assembly consisting
of men from each district agreed to send delegates to Governor De
Lassus to discuss the raids in the region, the absence of natural
rights for the citizens of West Florida, and the inability of Spain to
protect the lives and property of the inhabitants. 12 The assembly
drafted a small list of grievances to accompany the delegates on
their mission to De Lassus. John Rhea, a local proprietor from
Feliciana, and other members counseled delaying the meeting
because De Lassus was currently absent from his post and they
wanted to present their grievances to the governor personally. 13
To their chagrin, a lower level government official presented their
claims to De Lassus and ignored the delegates.
The delegation's failure to achieve their aims led to the first
Convention meeting of West Florida. The participants appointed
delegates to represent West Florida before the governor. These
delegates pledged "fidelity to the government, whose interest
and attachments were that of the people and who are opposed to
10. Andrew McMichael, "The Kemper 'Rebellion ' : Filibustering and Resident
Anglo American Loyalty in Spanish West Florida," Louisiana History: Thejournal
ofthe LouisianaHistoricalAssociation43, no. 2 (2002): 147.
11. For additional discussion of the Kemper Rebellion, see Cox, The West Florida
Con troversy, 152-168; Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 25-29; Andrew
McMichael, "The Kemper 'Rebellion ,"' 133-165; McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties,
88-97; and Davis, The Rogue Republic, 1-52. Davis provides the most current
analysis on the Kemper Rebellion.
12. Letter from Philip Ricky to constituents, july 1, 1810. Philip Ricky and Family
Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035, Louisiana and Lower Mississippi Valley Collections,
LSU Libraries, herein noted as LLMVC LSU.
13. Letter from john R .Johnson, William Barnes, john Maissis, and john Rhea to
Philip Ricky, john Mathews, Richard Duvall, and Thomas Lilley, july 3, 1810.
Philip Ricky and Family Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035, LLMVC LSU.
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innovation or light changes in the government or other motives
not in the interest of the people." 14 Although wealthy landowners
dominated the appointments, some residents questioned certain
~elections for ideological reasons. Philip Hicky and his neighbors
challenged the selection of Joseph Sharp, a local proprietor. They
believed Sharp to be "too ignorant and involved in French politics
to run the position."15 These men wanted delegates sympathetic to
the inhabitants of West Florida and not tainted by foreign affairs.
Despite the conflicts, fourteen members, including Chairman John
Rhea, convened at St. John's Plains on July 25, 1810, marking the
first meeting of the West Florida Convention. 16
The delegates attending the Convention drafted a set of
resolutions defining its powers of self-government under Spanish
administration .
. . . this Convention created by the whole body of the people
of the government of Baton Rouge, and by the previous
consent of the Governor, is therefore legally constituted
to act in all cases of national concern ... to provide for
the publick [sic] safety, to create a revenue, and with
the consent of the Governor, to create tribunals civil and
criminal, and to define their own powers relating to other
concerns of the government, when to adjourn, when to
meet again, and how long to continue their sessions. 17
The draft addressed to De Lass us revealed West Floridians' multiple
concerns regarding his leadership and their first attempt to create
a territorial legislature. By addressing De Lassus as a "whole body"
and referencing the previous consent by the Governor allowing
them to convene, the Convention spoke for the public welfare of
the inhabitants of West Florida while remaining within the legal
boundaries of the Spanish government. The Convention in this
excerpt notified De Lassus of their intentions to improve the quality
of life by restoring tranquility, but in the process, the Convention

14.

Letter from Philip Hicky to constituents, July 1, 1810. Philip Hicky and Family
Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035, LLMVC LSU.
15. Letter from Philip Hicky toR. C. Fowler July 8, 1810. Philip Hicky and Family
Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035, LLMVC LSU.
16. For a complete list of delegates, see Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 17981813, 346; and Arthur The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 49.
17. Resolution defining the power of the Convention, July 25, 1810. Reprint in
Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 49.
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planted the roots of a sustaining self-government that could
create and administer laws without the assistance of the Spanish
officials. Though small and weak in judicial and legislative power,
_the Convention was comprised of the wealthy and social elite in
West Florida. Their political and social status secured for them the
support of many residents and the attention of the Governor. 18
The first Convention continued for two days and compiled
a list of grievances that referenced the growing population of
vagrants and deserters from the U.S. territories seeking refuge,
the lack of a sizeable militia to protect the people and land, the
absence of a tribunal to hear criminal cases, and the deprivation
of land claims. 19 Prior to adjourning, the Convention nominated
Philip Hicky, Manuel Lopez, and Joseph Thomas as a committee
to present the grievances to De Lassus before the next Convention
meeting in August. In presenting their complaints, the committee
called attention to the misdeeds occurring in the region even as
they remained loyal citizens under the Spanish crown. When De
Lassus received the list, he acknowledged the "general fidelity
of those who have not ceased giving Proofs of it since they have
pledged themselves by solem [sic] oath to the Spanish Flag." 20
De Lassus believed the people to be loyal subjects who looked to
him to resolve their concerns. However, this was not the case. By
agreeing to the Convention meeting and permitting a conference
to hear grievances, De Lassus unknowingly allowed the West Florida
delegates to gain a permanent foothold as a colonial administration
within the Spanish government that De Lassus could not ignore. 21
The meeting between De Lassus and the committee reduced
Spanish fears of an Anglo-American uprising in the territory as
no anti-Spanish agitation emerged. Viewing the Convention as a
positive element in the territory, De Lassus praised the assembly for

18.

Letter from Philip Hicky to constituents, July 1, 1810. Philip Hicky and Family
Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035, LLMVC LSU.
19. Davis, The Rogue Republic, 21-52. Davis explains the ease with which the raiders
could cross into the West Florida territory, raid, then slip back across the
border to escape Spanish authorities. Even though these attacks focused on
Spanish administration and property, the people were subjected to collateral
damage from attacking parties.
20. Correspondence from Carlos Dehault De Lassus to the Delegates, July 30,
1810. Reprint in Arthur, The Sto1y of the West Florida Rebellion, 53.
21. Resolution defining the power of the Convention, July 25, 1810. Reprint in
Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 49.
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its management of local matters and allowed them to meet again in
August to receive his communication on the grievances. 22
In August, the second Convention addressed the region's
s~paration from Spain. Prominent planters from
the St.
Francisville area recommended to Convention members that it
was "necessary" to "act for our selves" because the Convention
possessed overwhelming power over the Spanish government via
their legislation and popular support. 23 Colonel Joshua G. Baker,
an officer of the Mississippi Territorial militia proposed to John
H. Johnson, a Convention delegate, that a break with Spain would
allow them to join the United States and fall under its protection.
His proposal never reached the floor because Johnson fell ill
and was unable to attend the second meeting. In any case, both
propositions called for a break with Spain. 24
In addition, the delegates discussed the arming of the local
militia to operate under the Convention as a private military force
to reduce their reliance on the Spanish army for securing the area
from hostile threats. As for their previous requests, De Lassus failed
to act despite his conciliatory nature. In mid-August, De Lassus
fell ill and was unable to personally monitor or respond to the
demands sent in July. He sent correspondence to the Committee of
the Convention through William Harris, resident of the Feliciana
District, stating that the Governor wanted to avoid any problems
that could lead to the imitation of the beginning of the French
Revolution. 25 De Lassus was content to settle and negotiate with
the delegates to avoid an uprising, but his reluctance to respond to
the grievances sent in July caused the delegates to take alternative
measures that demanded De Lassus approve the Convention's
actions in organizing a militia. De Lassus refused the orders of the
Convention for a decision until he could consult his superiors on
the matter.
22. James A. Padgett, ed., "Official Records of the West Florida Revolution and
Republic," Louisiana Historical Quarterly 21, no. 1 (January-October 1938): 695699. Letter from De Lassus to the Convention at St.John's Plains, August 13,
1810.
23. Address to the Members of the Representative Convention assembled at St.
John's Plains from prominent planters, August 13, 1810. Reprint in Arthur, The
Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 58.

24.

Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 365; and Arthur, The Story of the West Florida

25.

Letter from William Harris at Montesano to the Committee of the Convention
of Delegates of the People of Upper Florida-St. John's Plains-August 12,
1810. Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.

Rebellion, 58-60.
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By ignoring the demands of the Convention, John Johnson,
a wealthy planter and Convention supporter, believed De Lassus
came to embody the corrupt and "villainous Court sycophants"
~ who "batten on the spoils of the land." De Lassus, he argued,
thought the population had to be "under the conduct of a wise
guardian who will transform them from slaves to men." 26 In an
attempt to avoid measures that could lead to armed conflict,
George Mather and Philip Hicky tried to persuade De Lassus to
accept the demands of the Convention. His approval would ease
revolutionary tension because the Convention operated in the best
interest of the people. De Lassus refused. 27
As friction increased between the Convention and Spanish
government, an anonymous "Friend of West Florida Citizens"
circulated revolutionary propaganda throughout the territory. The
pamphlets originated from Bayou Sara and urged the people of
West Florida to claim independence from their Spanish oppressors
and seek allegiance with the United States. At the same time, De
Lassus learned that the Convention militia had secretly organized
and encouraged others to join a march on Baton Rouge to depose
him. 28
On August 15, the Convention sent a second committee to meet
with De Lassus and insist that he establish a " ... Bill providing for
the public safety and for the administration of justice within their
jurisdiction of Baton Rouge in West Florida." 29 The committee
delivered the order with a proviso stating that De Lassus had until
Wednesday, August 22 to respond. There was no ultimatum if De
Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 365.
See Draft from Convention to De Lassus, August 15, 1810, Libby Dart
Collection, Box 4b LLMVC, LSU; Letter from the Convention Representatives
to Carlos Dehault De Lassus Governor of the Royal Americas and Governor
and Military of the Place of Jurisdiction of Baton Rouge, August 15, 1810,
Libby Dart Collection Box 4b, LLMVC, LSU ; Draft from Convention to De
Lassus, August 15, 1810, Libby Dart Collection Box 4b, LLMVC, LSU. Each
references the Convention providing for the security and tranquility of the
populace.
28. Letter from Officers of Militia to His Excellency Charles Dehault De Lassus
Colonel of the Royal Armies, Governor Civil and Military of the place and
jurisdiction of Baton Rouge August 25, 1810, West Florida Rebellion Papers
1810,1816, 1845,LLMVC,LSU.
29. Letter from the Convention Representatives to Charles Dehault De Lassus
Governor of the Royal Americas and Governor and Military of the Place of
Jurisdiction of Baton Rouge. August 15, 1810, Libby Dart Collection Box 4b,
LLMVC, LSU. The Committee comprised ofJohn W. Leonard, Manuel Lopez,
William Spiller and Joseph Thomas.
26.
27.
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Lassus refused, but the Convention closed the letter containing the
proviso by stating "no sentiment prevails amongst the inhabitants
hostile to the wise laws and government under which they have lived
~o happily." 30 The Convention was playing a two-fold game. In public,
delegates pledged their allegiance to the Spanish government and
seemed docile, but behind closed doors the Convention continually
devised plots and legislation that granted it absolute administrative
power. With the capacity of drafting a military force capable of
overthrowing the Spanish regime and the power to legislate, the
Convention emerged as the new colonial government.
Following this Bill for Public Safety, the Convention drafted
a second list of demands that transitioned the remaining Spanish
power to the Convention in hopes of expanding self-government
in West Florida. This action occurred on the same day that
representatives delivered their demands to De Lassus. In part,
these demands stated:
... In adopting these measures we are aware of the possibility
which we have taken upon ourselves and trust that our
situation and our distance from any efficient force on which
to depend for safety and our sincere desire to open as much
as possible the burthens [sic] of a country engaged in a dire
contest for her own preservation ... we became responsible
for the support of a government among us sufficient for the
preservation of peace and tranquility at home, and for our
defense against external violence with which we have but
too much reason to apprehend. 31
West Florida, according to the Convention, suffered from a
similar form of salutary neglect that existed between Britain and
the American colonies prior to the American Revolution. Spain
neglected its North American territories because the French
Revolution that threatened the Spanish borders in Europe shifted
resources away from West Florida, leaving the Spanish forces short
on food supplies, gunpowder, and money to patrol the territory. 32
30.
31.

Ibid.
Draft from Convention to De Lassus, August 15, 1810, Libby Dart Collection

32.

Louisiana, Survey of Federal Archives, Archives of the Spanish Government of
West Florida, vol. 18 (Baton Rouge: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana,
1973-1940), 78-80. Meeting of the officials and report of the happenings at the
beginning of the Revolution. No. 54, August 21, 1810.

Box4b , LL~C,LSU.
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Left to protect and govern themselves, the delegates altered
preexisting Spanish authority without the consideration or approval
of De Lass us. Their proposed changes included provisions:
... To establish an uniform mode of taxation, to organize
the militia to act with sufficient promptitude in case of
emergency, and to admit as residents among us persons
of known integrity, who will be intensified in maintaining
order and obedience to the laws, it becomes necessary to
exercise the legislative power to a certain extent. 33
The inhabitants ofWest Florida sought a just and uniform tax to
replace the twenty-four percent they paid to the Spanish officials.34
The taxes limited the amount of goods bought and sold at market
and according to merchants and settlers, the existing tax system
was prohibitive if not ruinous. 35 Spanish use of the tax revenue was
another concern. Portions circulated back to the crown in Europe,
which helped finance the war effort against hostile European
powers, while fractions remained in West Florida. The taxes would
be altered successfully after West Florida declared independence
and drafted a constitution .36
These changes placed the power and jurisdiction of the territory
m the hands of the Convention, which created an administrative
system mirroring a democratic republic hostile to Spanish
administration. Through legislation, the Convention introduced
suffrage in West Florida, a right limited under Spanish law. The draft
sent to De Lassus stated that all individuals, poor and rich, should
have a voice in the administration of laws. 37 The right of suffrage
changed with the ratification of the Constitution of the State of West
33.
34.

35.
36.

37.

Ibid.
Clarence Edwin Carter ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States, vol. VI of
The Territory of Mississippi 1809-1817 Continued (Washington: United States
Government Printing Office, 1938), 30.
Stagg, Borderlines in Borderlands, 57.
Under Article 1, Section 25, Numbers 1-6 of the Constitution for the States of
Florida, taxes would be uniform and aid in paying the state debt and provide
for the common defense and general welfare of West Florida. Furthermore ,
West Florida would develop a standard coins of weights and measures, and
to provide for the punishment of counterfeiting the securities and all other
debts to or by the state . Copy at the Center for Southeast Louisiana Studies,
Hammond, La., original housed at the Louisiana State Archives, Baton
Rouge, La.
Draft from Convention to De Lassus, August 15, 1810, Libby Dart Collection,
Box4b,LLNrVC,LSU.
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Florida in 1810 by granting the right to vote to privileged citizens only,
but the proposed idea aided in gathering support for the movement
of self-government, especially for non-political landowners that were
not members of the Convention. 38 Although Convention delegates
continued to call themselves loyal subjects of the Spanish crown
in the draft, the outcome of their work belied their statements. By
August, the delegates had called for the altering of Spanish laws,
defied the chain of command by not addressing or seeking De Lass us'
approval of the changes, and begun appointing judges without the
governor's consent. The West Florida delegates manipulated the
Spanish administration and developed an independent government
acting in opposition to Spanish interests. 39
In response to the ultimatum, De Lass us called a Spanish Junta,
or governmental council, on August 22 to consider the situation
of West Florida. 40 Many of the Spanish officials who participated
disapproved of how De Lassus was handling the Convention. They
believed that the Convention was a revolutionary faction that should
be disbanded at once. De Lassus, on the other hand, approved of
the Convention's right to exist in order to avoid confrontation and
open revolt. He sought to negotiate with Convention delegates
due to the status of defensive fortifications in West Florida. If
Convention forces attacked in August, the Governor had no
substantial military force and resources to combat the rebels.
Therefore, De Lassus believed he must approve of the Convention
to keep it under his authority. The governor and his officials agreed
to the provisions of the Convention, but refused to accept the
salaries offered by the Convention. By declining payment through
the Convention, the Spanish officials would not be subject to the
38.

The establishment of the Republic of West Florida altered the requirements
of suffrage. Under Article 1, Section 15, of the Constitution for the States of
Florida, suffrage applied only to "free white man at the age of twenty one years
and upwards, having resided six months, or from the time of the adoption
of this Constitution, and possesses in his own right any real property of the
value of two hundred dollars in any District of this State, shall be considered a
freeholder and be entitled to the right of suffrage accordingly."
39. See Draft from Convention to De Lassus, August 15, 1810, Libby Dart
Collection, Box 4b, LLMVC, LSU; and Letter to Carlos Dehault De Lassus
Governor of the Royal Americas and Governor and Military of the Place and
Jurisdiction of Baton Rouge , August 15, 1810, Libby Dart Collection, Box 4b,
LLMVC, LSU. Both provide examples of the delegates pledging allegiance to
Spain, but continuing to legislate freely.
40. For a complete list of the Spanish junta attendees, see Arthur The Story of West
Florida, 64-66; and Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 375-377.
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authority of the delegates, but instead would act in conjunction
with them to preserve the tranquility of the territory. This option
of working jointly with the Convention would remain in effect as
_long as the Convention and its delegates maintained their loyalty
to the Spanish crown and abandoned all revolutionary activities. 41
In light of these decisions, the delegates met and passed a set of
resolutions that publically defined and created a new form ofgovernment
ostensibly under the control of De Lassus. The proclamation addressed
public safety and admission of immigrants, the organization of the
militia, a new government structure comprised of tribunals and laws,
litigation over existing land grants, and a uniform mode of taxation.
The signature of De Lassus authorized the Convention to enact their
proclamation on August 25. In essence, the Convention assumed
control of the territorial government with the governor's approval, a
development that allowed it to appoint officials and construct a court
system to govern the territory without Spanish overseers. 42
On August 28, the Convention directly challenged remaining
Spanish authority with the appointment of Fulwar Skipwith,
former U.S. Consul to Paris, as a Judge of the Superior Court
in West Florida. 43 Skipwith had extensive experience in foreign
and domestic affairs as well as personal financial support to aid
the Convention. With the establishment of a Superior Court
and judicial system, the Convention developed an autonomous
government. The Convention quickly named officers of the
Conventional militia. On September 4, Philip Hicky, along with
Manuel Lopez,John Morgan, and Edmund Hawes, signed an order
calling for an election of eight alcaldes from the area to assist in the
better administration of justice and public safety in West Florida. 44
41.

Letter from John F. Gillspie, Martin L. Haynie, F.A. Browden, John P. Comly,
Amos Nibb, James H. Ficklin, B. Collins, James Geulny, William Field, Sam S.
Crocker, T.B.Stuart, H. Peiser, L.A. Hewitt, Jon E. Loman, James Gray, Grace
Smith, Wlliam Leson, and John Borwden to the members of the Representative
Convention assembled at St. Johns Plains, August 13, 1810, West Florida
Rebellion Papers 1810, 1816, 1845, LLMVC LSU. For a complete review of the
Jun ta, see Cox, The WestFlorida Controversy, 375-377; and Arthur, The Story ofthe
West Florida Rebellion, 64-66.
42. Letter from Convention to De Lassus, August 25, 1810, West Florida Rebellion
Papers, LLMVC, LSU.
43. Letter from Convention to De Lassus, August 28, 1810, Elizabeth K. Dart
Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC, LSU.
44. Order signed by Philip Ricky, Manuel Lopez, John Morgan, and Edward
Hawes, September 4, 1810, Philip Ricky and Family Papers, Mss. 2007, 2035,
LLMVC, LSU.
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The elections applied to free white men above the age of sixteen
that held residence in West Florida. 45 By appointing alcaldes, the
delegates co-opted all administrative power from pre-existing
Spanish officials and shifted it to the Convention. Control of the
iocal government, including all legislative, judicial, and executive
power in West Florida, was in the hands of the Convention.
Initially the West Florida territory, including the turbulent
Feliciana District, which housed the most fervent supporters for
independence, remained peaceful. However, serenity ended
abruptly when De Lassus rejected two of the appointments
made by the Convention. The appointments of Fulwar Skipwith
as a judge to the high court and Philemon Thomas as brigadier
general, rather than colonel of the militia, proved unacceptable to
the Spanish governor. De Lassus argued that Spanish law required
anyone appointed to office must reside in West Florida for at least
two years. Skipwith had only recently returned from his post in
France leaving him ineligible for office. As for the appointment
of Thomas, his title as brigadier general outranked De Lassus'
command of the territorial militia. Mter losing control of the
government and administration, De Lassus retained power only as
the head of the territorial militia; the loss of his rank would leave
him powerless. 46
The governor's rejection of Skipwith and Thomas offended
Convention members. In a written response, the delegates defended
their appointment of Skipwith as justifiable, claiming that the
deviation in established laws for his appointment served the best
interest of the people. They highlighted numerous accounts in
which Spanish law regarding aliens in government was deliberately
overlooked under the Spanish administration. 47 As a compromise,
the Convention reconsidered the appointment of Thomas.
Tensions in West Florida increased when De Lassus made
a second effort to regain administrative power in September.
The Governor received six thousand pesos from Captain Louis
45.
46.

47.

Ibid.
Letter dated August 28, 1810, from Baton Rouge appointing Fulwar Skipwith
as judge of the Superior Court, Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, LLMVC LSU. For
additional appointments made by the Convention and De Lassus' rejection,
see Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 95-97.
Letter dated August 28, 1810, from Baton Rouge appointing Fulwar Skipwith
as judge to the Superior Court, Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, LLMCV LSU and
Letter from Convention Delegates to Governor De Lassus, August 28, 1810,
Reprinted by Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 96.
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Piernas, a Spanish army officer, sent by Vicente Folch, the Spanish
official in control of the army in Spain's American colonies, to
aid in the administration of West Florida. During Piernas' stay,
pe Lassus informed him of the recent transition in government
and his plan to appease the Convention until he received orders
from the Captain General, the Marquis de Someruelos in Havana.
Mter Piernas left Baton Rouge in route to Pensacola, De Lassus,
addressed the Convention with a written request. The governor
sought to amend a section of the proclamation signed on August
25 that stated, in the absence of De Lassus from the territory, the
senior judge of the Superior Court would lead the government.
Instead, De Lassus requested that direction of the government
should pass to one of his subordinate military officers. Since the
Convention was not in session, his request passed to an executive
committee comprised of Philip Hicky, Manuel Lopez, and Thomas
Lilley. The committee objected to the request and chose to
present the matter to the Convention at the next meeting. Rather
than submit to the request, the delegates chose to preserve the
tranquility of the territory from foreign and domestic enemies by
separating themselves from Spanish rule. 48
With Spanish authority greatly diminished, some Convention
officials decided to reevaluate their political allegiance to Spain.
Some, such as William Cooper and Benjamin C. Williams, persisted
in their loyalty to Spain. Upon realizing that the Convention
planned to rebel against Spanish authority, Williams resigned his
seat in the Convention. 49 Cooper emerged as a unique individual
during the last tranquil moments in West Florida. An early
supporter of administrative change, he agreed to the compiled
grievances sent to De Lassus before and after the creation of the
Convention. By mid-September, Cooper discontinued his activities
with the Convention as it moved closer to declaring independence.
Being a wealthy landowner, Cooper benefitted from the lax land
taxes and received benefits for service as a Spanish alcalde. As the
pro-Spanish faction lost influence in the Convention, Cooper and
his associates conspired with Vicente Folch, in a letter sent through
Captain Piernas, to keep the Spanish government in power.

48.
49.

Letter from Convention to Don Carlos Dehault De Lassus, September 12,
1810, Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.
Letter from Benjamin Williams of St. Helena to John Rhea Esquire, September
22, 1810, Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.
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Cooper explained in his correspondence how the Convention
developed a code of laws to limit Spanish jurisdiction and De
Lassus' power with plans to overthrow the existing system. 50
Cooper claimed that the people of West Florida did not want to
-fall under Convention rule, but because De Lassus had agreed in
writing to the demands of the Convention, he placed the fate of
the territory in the hands of a radical government. To prevent the
Convention from pursuing independence, Cooper urged Folch
to send a detachment of troops to reinforce the Spanish military
in Baton Rouge and put down any revolutionary sentiment. Folch
agreed to Cooper's plea, but the letter signifying his agreement did
not arrive until October, after De Lassus lost complete control of
the Convention and West Florida.
The controversy in West Florida reached its climax in the last
weeks of September. John Ballinger, a Convention supporter from
Springfield, informed the delegates that William Cooper received
instructions from Shepherd Brown, the Spanish commandant at
St. Helena, to construct a fort on the Natalbany River to house
Vicente Folch and his troops. In addition, Convention members
also learned of De Lassus' plan to incite slaves and Indians to rebel
against the Convention. 51
Hopes for a peaceful outcome dissolved after men under
the command of Philemon Thomas seized two letters from De
Lassus, one addressed to Shepherd Brown and the second to
Governor Folch. The letter to Folch contained a request to send
an armed force to West Florida to put down the Convention and
any revolutionary sentiment in the territory, while the second letter
instructed Brown to arm every Spanish loyalist in the area, construct
forts, and be ready to strike at the order of the Governor. 52
The Convention took aggressive action against the Spanish on
September 21. Orders were sent to Philemon Thomas instructing
him to arm the militia and attack Baton Rouge. Thomas dispatched
riders to assemble dragoons and soldiers from the surrounding
50.
51_

Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 99.
Bice, The Original Lone Star Republic, 184; and Cox, The West Florida Controversy,
411. Bice and Cox only provide a passing remark to slave incitement in West
Florida. For a full and current examination of slavery and slave resistance in
West Florida, see McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties, 102-126.
52_ Journal of the West Florida Convention, 1810, entry dated September 22, 1810,
Library of Congress herein noted as LOC; Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 394395; Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 101; and Hyde, "Consolidating
the Revolution," 269_
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West Florida Revolt, 1810. Image courtesy of the Edwin Davis Collection, the Center for
Southeast Louisiana Studies, Southeast Louisiana University.

region. He then moved to Springfield, rendezvousing with John
Ballinger who drafted and organized a grenadier company to join
the assault. The men assembled from Springfield marched under
the cover of darkness to Baton Rouge, arriving in the early morning
hours. In total, Thomas 1nustered about seventy-five men to assault
the lightly guarded fort. 53

53.

Davis, The Rogue Republic, 179; and Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 397.
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The Spaniards received word that armed men were mustering
in the Bayou Sara area and prepared the fort for an impending
attack. The Baton Rouge fort was in a severe state of disrepair.
Overlooking the Mississippi River, it was a formidable wood and
-mud structure, but the lack of maintenance left the defensive
position with multiple flaws. The stockade consisted of open holes
allowing an attack to occur from any side of the structure, it had
no moat or ditch to hamper the invaders before reaching the fort,
and the main gate resembled a dilapidated tower rather than the
primary defensive section. The fort was but one problem for the
Spanish defenses. Munitions were short and supplies to counter
any future attack were almost entirely absent. 54 Cannons offered
the only intact and fully functional defense, but few of the soldiers
operating the fort knew how to use them properly. 55
The months of raised tensions concluded with a quick ambush.
At two o'clock in the morning on September 23rd, Philemon Thomas
led the revolutionary forces on the attack. With Thomas Ballinger
commanding the grenadier contingent from Springfield, and Captain
George Du Passau leading the dragoon squad from Bayou Sara, the
attack was well coordinated and outnumbered the Spanish forces.
Approximately eighty rebels assaulted the 28 soldiers defending the
fort. The rebels moved under the cover of darkness and fog leaving the
Spanish disorganized and confused. Before the Spanish could get to
their defensive positions, the rebels had stormed the fort, forcing the
defenders to surrender. The rebels suffered no casualties. De Lassus
and his fellow officers failed to get to the fort in time. Instead, they
were arrested in the street and confined inside the fort. The rebels
moved quickly to find the remaining Spanish officers and placed
them under arrest. Mter the fray, rebels confiscated Spanish property
and replaced the Spanish colors with a blue flag containing a single
white star in the center. Before daylight cast its beams over the fort and
town, the Republic of West Florida was born. 56
54.

55.

56.

Louisiana, Survey of Federal Archives, Archives of the Spanish Government of West
Florida, 18 (Baton Rouge: Survey of Federal Archives in Louisiana, 1973-1940),
78-80. Meeting of the officials and report of the happenings at the beginning
of the Revolution. No. 54, August 21, 1810; and Letter from Carlos Dehault De
Lassus to the members of the House of Representatives, August 25, 1810, West
Florida Rebellion Papers 1810, 1816, 1845, LLMVC LSU.
A complete description of the fort can be referenced in Cox, The West Florida
Controversy, 390; Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 103; and Davis, The
Rogue Republic, 183-184.
Report from Philemon Thomas Commander in Chief of the Fort of Baton
Rouge and it dependencies to the Honorable John Rhea, President of the
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Several days passed before the Convention made an official
proclamation to the public on September 26, 1810. Sent from
Baton Rouge, the document assured the populace that the shift in
_control of the country was "in order to secure to our constituents
and to our country, the blessings of liberty and equal rights, and to
establish those rights on the most permanent foundation." 57 The
Convention ratified the rights drafted on August 22 and signed into
effect by De Lassus prior to the revolt. The attack and proclamation
signified the full authority and power of the Convention
government. In a matter of months, the people of West Florida
overthrew the colonial authority of an international state and
established their own government. In making the proclamation,
and declaring a state of independence, the Convention established
the basis of a republic.
The drafting of the declaration signed by John Rhea and
the delegates on September 26 nominally made West Florida
an independent nation. Once it ratified the declaration, the
Convention sent dispatches that contained copies of the declaration
to Governor David Holmes of Mississippi Territory and Governor
Claiborne of the New Orleans Territory. Governor Holmes
replied swiftly to the acceptance of the declaration stating that
he forwarded the letter to the President of the United States and
wanted to be informed of every occurrence within the West Florida
territory. 58 Holmes later assisted those in favor of joining with the
United States in their negotiations with President James Madison.
The announcement to other territories and the United States was
a public statement that West Florida was an independent republic
on American soil. 59 The British soon thereafter acknowledged
the changing situation in West Florida. In Washington, British
diplomat to the United States James Philip Marier commented that
the new regulations restored tranquility and that the West Florida

57.
58.

59.

Convention, September 24, 1810, West Florida Rebellion Papers 1810, 1816,
1845, LLMVC LSU. For secondary sources of the attack on Baton Rouge, see
Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 397-403; Arthur, The Story of the West Florida
Rebellion, 105-108. For a contemporary analysis, see Bice, The Original Lone Star
Republic, 190-194; McMichael, Atlantic Loyalties, 164-168; and Davis, The Rogue
Republic, 183-187.
Arthur, The Story of the West Florida Rebellion, 112.
Letter from Governor David Holmes to John Rhea Esq. President of Convention
at Baton Rouge, September 30, 1810. Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023,
LLMVCLSU.
Ibid.
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government "approximates, as nearly as possible to a republican
form of government, and they wish to become a part of the United
States." 60
The break with Spain created unforeseen problems for
the new country. The government had few funds in its treasury.
Many of the men who joined in the attack on the fort provisioned
themselves at their own expense. If a man could not cover his own
cost, his commanding officer paid for the supplies. Mter the revolt,
the Convention wanted to maintain a militia for the protection of
the territory, but grievances arose from officers concerned about
their accrued debt. 61 Many residents of the new republic did not
support the break with Spain. Representatives from Baton Rouge,
the Bayou Sara region, and many among the wealthy aristocracy
supported annexation by the U.S., but there were objections to such
an action throughout the territory. Sam Baldwin, the commanding
officer stationed at Springfield, had difficulty controlling the
populace in the region. 62 Some prisoners of the recent revolution
and Spanish loyalists refused to sign a proclamation recognizing
the Convention and made threats on Baldwin's life for trying to
force their signatures. 63 In addition to the prisoners, the people
of Springfield disapproved of the late changes in West Florida.
Springfield's population included supporters of both Spain and the
Convention. Those who rejected the revolution rebelled against
the new government and refused to do patrol duty in their districts
and frontier regions. 64 Baldwin, responding to the resistance,
petitioned the Convention to send a small regular force to the
area to assist in maintaining control of the disgruntled populace. 65
Some others residing in the eastern districts did participate in the
60.

61.
62.

63.
64.
"·~

65.

ewspaper clipping for Washington City dated October 5, Reel 27, Foreign
Office Records, John Philip Morier Correspondence, 1810, William Research
Center, The Historic New Orleans Collection, herein noted as WRC THNOC.
Letter from Stephen Winter to the President and Gentlemen of the
Convention, October 5, 1810. Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC
LSU.
Traditional historiography for Indians in Louisiana can be found in Paul A.
Kunkel, "The Indians of Louisiana About 1700,"Louisiana Historical Quarterly
33-34 ( 1950-51): 177-203.
Letter from Sam Baldwin to Philemon Thomas, October 13, 1810, Elizabeth K.
Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.
Letter from Sam Baldwin Captain Commanding, Springfield, to Philemon
Thomas Esquire Brigadier General, October 12, 1810, Elizabeth K. Dart
Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.
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revolution against Spain, but preferred to remain an independent
country rather than join the United States because annexation
introduced new taxes and regulations. 66
Native Americans, primarily Choctaw, posed another problem
for the administration and eastern territories. Mter the change
of power, the allegiance of the native population was uncertain.
Previously, the natives allied themselves with the Spanish in West
Florida, but the transition of power severed all political loyalty
between the Convention and Indians. The Convention wanted
to control the Indians living on the frontier region through
official orders forcing them to recognize the new state and laws.
Enforcement of the orders led to reports of hostile Indians in
the remote areas of West Florida. Sam Baldwin reported Indians
in the "Tanchipiho [sic] to have hostile intentions toward the
populace." 67 Daniel Quitting from Springfield reported to General
Thomas that the Convention's orders to the Indians were not well
received. He stated that there were Indians "all ready painted for
war" who "would immediately fall upon those that did not comply
with the orders that they were to be commanded by white men." 68
In a letter to the residents of Springfield, the Convention advised
the people of a large group of Indians encamped on the west side of
the Amite River urging that preparations should be made in case of
an attack. 69 The fringe and remote areas of West Florida remained
segregated from centralized government, but the Convention sent
troops upon request to protect the people and their borders. 70
Aware of the ongoing hostile threats in the frontier region,
the Convention did not stop from advancing its ultimate goals:
organizing the administration and petitioning for annexation
by the United States. And while many delegates favored joining
the United States, U.S. interest in occupying West Florida was not

66.
67.
68.
69.

70.

Le tter from Frederick Kimball to Andrew Wade, December 9, 1810, Frederick
Kimball Letters 1804-1812, 1833, LLMVC LSU.
Ibid.
Letter from Daniel Quitting to General Thomas, October 10, 1810, Elizabeth
K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU .
Letter from the Committee of Convention at Baton Rouge to Brigadier
General Philemon Thomas, Commanding the militia of th e state of West
Florida, October 16, 1810, Elizabeth K. Dart Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC
LSU.
Letter from Sam Baldwin Captain Commanding, Springfield, to Philemon
Thomas Esquire Brigadier General, October 12, 1810, Elizabeth K. Dart
Collection, Mss. 5023, LLMVC LSU.
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clear in October or November. In order to maintain stability and
prepare for any eventuality, the Convention continued to legislate
as an independent nation.
In November, the government moved the capital ofWestFlorida
-f rom Baton Rouge to St. Francisville and held an election for a
bicameral legislature. John W. Leonard was elected as president
pro tempore of the upper house, while Dudley L. Avery was selected
as Speaker of the House of Representatives. The assembly then
elected Fulwar Skipwith as Governor of West Florida. 71 Skipwith
took complete control of the government after his election, acting
as supreme commander. He sent out envoys to incorporate regions
of West Florida still under the control of Spanish authorities,
organized a military excursion against Spanish-controlled Mobile,
improved the judicial system, and developed a uniform tax. By
November 1810, West Florida possessed many of the key elements
of an independent republic in the nineteenth century. 72
As Skipwith helped form the new government into a viable
entity, the United States advanced plans to annex the territory.
Using Governor Holmes as mediator, the Madison administration
attempted to assert U.S. influence in West Florida. Mter receiving
the Declaration of Independence and correspondence from
Governor Holmes, President Madison officially granted Governor
Claiborne full authority to incorporate West Florida into the
United States as a means of fulfilling the Louisiana Purchase. 73 By
claiming that the United States had original claim to West Florida,
the Madison administration undermined and disregarded the
development of the West Florida Republic and proceeded with
plans to take the territory. Holmes emphasized to Claiborne that
the inhabitants of Baton Rouge, not the entire territory, would
receive the U .S. authority with pleasure, but others would oppose
Claiborne's attempts to occupy West Florida. For that reason,
71_

Cox, The West Florida Controversy, 432 and Arthur, The Story of the West Florida
Rebellion, 125_
72_ Davis, The Rogue Republic, 193-200_ Davis examines the forceful removal
of Shepherd Brown, William Cooper, and those still loyal to Spain_ See the
Constitution of the State of Florida, Article 1, Sections 1-23 for a complete
examination of the Legislative, Executive, and Judicial branches of the West
Florida Government and Article 1, Section 25 for the establishment and
implementation of taxes in West Florida_
73_ Letter from William Claiborne to Robert Smith, December 1, 1810_ Official
letter books of W. C C Claiborne, 1801-1816. Edited by Dunbar Rowland (New
York: AMS Press, 1972). Herein noted as Claiborne Letters.
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Homes advised Claiborne to prepare a detachment of troops to
"move at a moment's warning" in case negotiations went awry. 74
Claiborne's mission sent him down the Mississippi River from
Washington, Mississippi, to Baton Rouge. During his advance
through the territory, he circulated the President's proclamation
that authorized him to incorporate West Florida as part of the
Orleans Territory. 75 Claiborne contacted Colonel Leonard
Covington, regional commander of United States troops, with
orders to send two hundred and fifty to three hundred men,
including a detachment of light artillerists with two field pieces,
to Pointe Coupee to wait for further orders from Claiborne. 76
Claiborne was adamant in his desire to secure the territory by any
means necessary. With orders from the President, his first option
was to negotiate terms for the territory, but if discussion failed,
Claiborne had a military force ready to assault Baton Rouge and
seize control.
Word of the President's proclamation and Claiborne's
mission reached Skipwith in early December. Previously, Skipwith
welcomed incorporation by the United States, but took offense
to a deal between Holmes and Claiborne being made without
his acceptance. The Republic of West Florida's governor decided
it was best for West Florida to remain an independent nation,
or at least make a show of force to the Americans. Holmes
reported that Skipwith and other members of the assembly were
actively employed in raising troops to counter any show of force
by Claiborne. 77 Skipwith organized a defensive front against the
American expedition in order to protect the new nation. Claiborne
believed that the territory was ready to welcome the United States,
but was met with a different view from Robert Smith who reported:
... some intelligent Citizens here, who are intimately
acquainted with many influential characters of the

74.
75.

76.

77.

Ibid.
The Proclamation issued by Presidentjames Madison on October 27, 1810,
proclaimed that West Florida was to fall under the authority of the United
States in order to secure America's adjoining territories. Reprinted by Arthur,
The Story of the West Flo-rida Rebellion, 134-135.
Letter from William Claiborne to Colonel Leonard Covington, commanding
the U.S. troops near the town ofWashington, Mississippi Territory, December
1, 1810. Claiborne Letters.
Letter from William Claiborne to Mr. Robert Smith Secretary of State,
December 2, 1810. Claiborne Letters.
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Convention party ... that however anxious a majority of the
people may be, to be recognized as part of the American
family, yet some of their Leaders will not be disposed to
acknowledge the Authority of the Government of the
United States. 78
Smith's reportsshowashiftofpowerin the WestFloridagovernment.
Previously, the Convention members openly sought incorporation
by the U.S. government. Philemon Thomas, Dudley Avery, John
Leonard, and several other constituents addressed to Skipwith that
the representatives and legislators of West Florida should make
provisions for a union with the Territory of New Orleans, but now
many favored remaining an independent state. 79
Reports by Robert Smith urged Claiborne to reconsider his
plans of enforcing the President's proclamation in Baton Rouge.
Fearing that residents of West Florida would turn to their weapons
instead of pens, Claiborne sent correspondence to Colonel
Covington, ordering him to send an additional four to five hundred
men to wait at Pointe Coupee for his orders. 80 With a contingent
force mobilized, Claiborne initiated a propaganda attack on
the inhabitants of West Florida. He distributed one hundred
leaflets announcing the President's proclamation regarding West
Florida. Claiborne's plan was to win over the population with the
proclamation and slowly incorporate the territory. The Convention
at that time was in session in St. Francisville, therefore its members
were absent from their respective districts and unaware of the
circulating leaflets.
Claiborne arrived in Natchez on December 5 to wait for a
barge that would take him down river to Baton Rouge. Prior to his
departure, he dispatched two West Florida citizens with copies of the
President's proclamation to Baton Rouge and to the Convention at
St. Francisville. 81 Their mission was to observe the response to the
78. Ibid.
79. Journal of the West Florida Convention, 1810, letter signed by Philemon Thomas,
John Scott, Joseph Thomas, Benjamin Williams, John Pennon, Benjamin
McWaters, Edmund Hawes, James Neilson, C. Henry, Dudley Avery, Speaker
of the House of Representatives, andJohn Leonard, President pro term of the
Senate to Fulwar Skipwith, Governor of the State of Florida, September 27,
1810, LOC.
80. Letter from William Claiborne to Colonel Leonard Covington, December 2,
1810. Claiborne Letters.
81. Letter from William Claiborne to Robert Smith, December 5, 1810. Claiborne
Letters.
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proclamation and deliver a sound assessment back to Claiborne.
Reluctant to believe that the people of West Florida were ready to
resist the U.S. claim to the region, Claiborne believed that a force
would not be necessary for him to complete his mission. However,
he also believed that having such a force would persuade the
Convention to recognize his authority and "silence the disaffected
inhabitants. "82
On December 7, Governor Holmes and Audley Osborne,
Claiborne's negotiator, greeted Claiborne at Pointe Coupee to
make plans for his arrival. Following the meeting with Claiborne,
Holmes met with Skipwith. In the meeting, Skipwith proclaimed his
dissatisfaction with the circulation of the President's proclamation.
Mter heated debate, Skipwith and several delegates left the
Convention in St. Francisville, travelled to Baton Rouge, and
assembled the whole West Florida militia the following day. 83
Following the meeting between Holmes and the Convention,
Skipwith sent a message instructing John H. Johnson, a convention
legislator, to meet with Holmes, Osborne, and Claiborne. Johnson
supported incorporation by the United Sates, but acting as a
messenger and under orders from his governor, he informed the
men of Skipwith's position, which rejected Claiborne's mission
and the President's proclamation. Claiborne sent a reply stating
that, "Mr. Skipwith would be respected, but I could not recognize
him as Governor and Commander in Chief of Florida, nor enter
into correspondence with him." 84 Claiborne continued that it was
his duty and authority to enact the President's proclamation on
West Florida. The reply by Skipwith was less than supportive to the
negotiation efforts. Skipwith stated that rather than surrender his
country unconditionally and without terms, he would, "with twenty
men, if a greater number could not be procured surround the flag
staff and die in its defense." 85
In response to Skipwith's threat, Claiborne ordered Osborne
to journey to St. Francisville and learn how Claiborne's presence
would be received by the Convention of West Florida. Mter
receiving a favorable word that the residents in St. Francisville
82.
83.
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Letter from William Claiborne to Robert Smith, December 7, 1810. Claiborne
Letters.
84. Letter from William Claiborne to Robert Smith, District of Baton Rouge, St.
Francisville, December 7, 1810. Claiborne Letters.
85. Ibid.
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would welcome him, Claiborne, accompanied by Holmes, crossed
the river to meet the citizens and militia. Some residents escorted
Claiborne to town where he saw a West Florida flag guarded by the
militia. Claiborne approached the Flag and ordered a citizen to
read the U.S. President's proclamation. Claiborne addressed the
militia as their Governor and Commander in Chief charged by the
President of the United States to "protect them in the enjoyment
of their liberty, property, and religion." 86 Claiborne then ordered
the West Florida flag to be taken down and replaced with the U.S.
flag. The militia and citizens of West Florida agreed to the process
without resistance. Claiborne's victory in St. Francisville allowed
him to pacify the most populous and wealthy region in West Florida
that carried the most support for incorporation.
The victory in St. Francisville facilitated Claiborne's move to
enforce the president's orders on Skipwith in Baton Rouge. If
conciliatory measures failed, the troops of the United States would
descend on Baton Rouge and take the fort. Skipwith garrisoned
the fort at Baton Rouge and prepared for Claiborne's arrival.
Claiborne believed that Skipwith's actions were in response to
feeling "wounded and betrayed" by the President's proclamation
and because Skipwith and the people of West Florida were not
personally or virtually represented during the negotiations. 87
Claiborne advanced toward Baton Rouge ordering Colonel
Covington to land a force approximately one mile north of the city
as a precaution. Skipwith maintained his position that Claiborne's
assault on West Florida was an outrage against the West Florida flag
and the constitution of the country but did not call for bloodshed. 88
He refused to have his troops lower the flag, but ordered them
not to resist the American arrival. Skipwith organized a "peaceful
protest" with the arrival of Claiborne and the proclamation.
In return, Claiborne promised not to assault any deserters or
vagabonds, the men that made up Skipwith's personal force, but
rather presided over a peaceful and respectful ceremony while the
West Florida flag was lowered and replaced by the U.S. colors. Mter
seventy-four days, the new nation and independent republic no
longer existed.
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Most of the West Florida residents expressed optimism in
regard to U.S. intervention in West Florida, but there were those
that saw a disastrous outcome resulting from incorporation into
the Orleans territory. Many of the old aristocrats, or those allied
with Skipwith, that lived in West Florida rejected occupation by the
United States out of fear of falling under the nation's territorial
laws and a new administration set up by Claiborne. 89 Frederick
Kimball, a cotton planter from Pinckneyville, Mississippi, believed
West Florida could have grown into a successful nation if time
would have allowed. Kimball thought that the government of West
Florida could have pushed the Spanish out of every port east of
the Mississippi River, but that the region's incorporation into the
Orleans territory would destroy their way of life. 90 He alleged that
their elected members sent to New Orleans would not be received
well by the American government and that the area could become
poor under American jurisdiction, which was true as the territory
was incorporated into the United States. 91 Lastly, Kimball assumed
that the Americans would make the people of West Florida "devils,"
or give them back to Spain once the United States took everything
they needed from the people. His hatred for Claiborne and the
United States was deep. Kimball wrote that if he had known that
Claiborne was descending the river to destroy their way of life, he
would have "taken control of the fort and blew him out the water"
thus preserving his beloved nation. 92
Kimball firmly believed that prosperity and growth would grace
the fledgling West Florida Republic over time. Strategically located
near the mouth of the Mississippi River, the Republic of West
Florida contained an organized government that administrated
the region, established a series of laws, developed a uniform tax
system to generate wealth, and created a military force to protect its
inhabitants. Moreover, West Florida did not need the assistance of
the United States to break away from Spain or create a government.

89. Le tter from Frederick Kimball to Andrew Wade, December 9, 1810, Frederick
Kimball Letters 1804-1812, 1833, LLMVC LSU.
90. Ibid.
91. Letter from Frederick Kimball to And rew Wade, March 5, 1810, Frederick
Kimball Letters 1804-1812, 1833, LLMVC LSU. Also, see Samuel C. H yde Jr.
Pistols and Politics. For an explanation of the political and economic situation
of the Florida Parishes after American control.
92 . Letter from Frederick Kimball to Andrew Wade, May 11, 1811 , Frederick
Kimball Letters 1804-1812, 1833, LLMVC LSU.
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Instead of independence, West Florida became one of the first
victims of an expansionist United States whose imperialistic policies
were only beginning. The fall of the republic to American hands
derived from three factors: the initial response for incorporation,
the drafting of a Declaration of Independence, and the short
amount of time West Florida had to develop as a republic. Even
though West Florida possessed many of the key components of a
republic, it only existed for seventy-four days as compared to the
Republic of Texas, which had many years to develop. West Florida
was indeed an independent nation progressing to the status of a
viable republic rather than a mere transitional stage in continental
development. To regard the Republic of West Florida's existence as
anything less obscures the contributions of those who participated
in the Revolt as well and the complicated process of nation building
that took place in the region prior to U.S. imperialism.
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