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University of North Carolina history professor Kathleen DuVal has in this book provided readers with an intimate examination of how part of the territory that eventually became part of the United States of America was fought over, defended and subdued. Her study picks up the story as it unfolded just before a portion of Britain’s colonial subjects took up arms against the empire. While most of the fighting occurred far to the north, the uprising and its successful outcome was to have unforeseen consequences for the various groups of people and individuals living in the territories commonly referred to at the time as the West and East Floridas.

Professor DuVal’s story-telling brings to life the period, places and peoples of the Gulf Coast region of North America at a time of continuous upheaval. As she writes:

“The American Revolution on the Gulf Coast is a story without minutemen, without founding fathers, without rebels. It reveals a different war with unexpected participants, forgotten outcomes, and surprising winners and losers.” [p.xiv]


What most readers already know, generally, is that this portion of the North American continent came to be occupied by tribal societies, some no larger than a few hundred members, others as large as ten or twenty thousand. For hundreds of years, these societies traded with and/or fought one another for control over territory and the resources needed for survival. By the time of the arrival of the first Europeans, the largest tribal nations controlling territory nearest to the coasts were Creeks, Choctaws and Chickasaws. Professor DuVal describes how each of these nations was organized, its leadership structure, its manner of living, its trade, its shifting alliances and its commitment to warfare to defend and acquire territory.

These ancient patterns were disrupted by the arrival of Europeans. To refresh your memory, I add a few details from other sources, details Professor DuVal concluded were not essential to the story she told. One motivation of the competing European powers beyond mere territorial expansion was the pursuit of precious metals. In this objective, the Spanish proved to be the unqualified victors, although the main beneficiaries proved to be merchants and financiers in Italy, Germany and other centers of commerce and trade on the European continent. Neither gold nor silver was discovered anywhere along the Gulf Coast or the Florida peninsula, but the area still held great strategic value to Europeans because of the access to the Mississippi River and the Atlantic Ocean.. 
The Spanish did find gold at Hispaniola, sending home in today’s dollars about $2 million of the precious metal by 1512. As the population of tribal peoples declined under the Spanish system of forced labor, captured Africans were brought in to replace them. “Santo Domingo became the center from which the rest of America, to a great extent, was explored and colonized.” [Morison and Commager, p.27]
Following explorations by Spaniards early in the sixteenth century,  the inhabitants of Puerto Rico, Jamaica and Cuba were conquered and settlements established. Although Ponce de Leon explored the Florida peninsula, the first Spanish settlement, St. Augustine, was not established until 1566. The primary interest of the Spanish was to protect shipping lanes into the Atlantic, so hardly any effort was made to attract settlers to the region. Even as late as the mid-eighteenth century the Spanish (and European) presence remained insignificant:
“The vast interior of both sides of the Mississippi Valley was Indian country. A few small European settlements and trading posts … hugged the Mississippi River and its large tributaries, but, despite claims on paper, Europeans controlled fewer than one hundred square miles of territory in Louisiana and West Florida. In contrast, Indians of various nations held some three hundred thousand square miles.” [pp.8-9]


As Samuel Eliot Morison and Henry Steele Commager point out, the manner of Spanish empire-building contained the seeds of its own destruction:
“Spanish conquest was too swift and successful for the health of Spain. American treasure ruined her manufactures, financed useless military adventures of her kings, and finally led to poverty and stagnation.” [Morison and Commager, p.36]

By the end of the seventeen century, England was challenging Spain for control over much of the disputed Gulf Coast and the Floridas. Key to this challenge was a series of Acts of Trade and Navigation that strengthened Mercantilist controls over commerce and trade within the territories under English control. Importantly, until the mid-1700s an overwhelming majority of the goods sent to England came from the West Indies and the mainland colonies of Virginia, Maryland and the Carolinas.

As the first decade of the eighteenth century ended, the number of European-Americans living in the twelve English colonies was around 360,000. Fifty years later this population was over 1.5 million, despite the fact that England had tried to restrict the out-migration of its supply of skilled artisans. Scots-Irish immigrants made their way to the frontier, gradually populating the interior of South Carolina as they dealt with the demands of prominent land holders and speculators, or moved beyond their reach and deeper into the territories controlled by the tribal nations.

England (after uniting with Scotland), recognized the need to expand settlement to the south in order to thwart the ambitions of the Spaniards and the French. It was James Oglethorpe who successfully petitioned the Crown for a grant of land where debtors in England could start fresh. By 1741 (eight years after the first settlers arrived), Georgia had a diverse (European) population of nearly 3,000. In June of 1740, Oglethorpe managed to enlist some of the Creek, Choctaw and Chickasaw warriors in a failed  attack on the Spanish at St. Augustine. A Spanish retaliatory attack also failed. The colony lost half of its population during the 1740s due to disease and out-migration.


At the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, the British were in possession of Pensecola, in East Florida, which began to attract English settlers. Most of the Spanish abandoned St. Augustine for Havana. The Creek-Seminoles lived undisturbed south of the St. Augustine region. New Orleans, established in 1718, grew slowly until the arrival of the French Acadians, removed from Nova Scotia after 1763.


Thus is set the stage for the dramas that unfolded as empires clashed and the life of nearly everyone involved was turned upside down. Professor DuVal introduces us to a select but diverse group of the characters in this story. We learn something of the life of a slave in the era before cotton became king in the South. We learn of the various strategies employed by tribal leaders to protect their territory from land grabbing settlers pouring out of the newly-independent states of Virginia, North and South Carolina and Georgia. We learn about the ups and downs of the fortunes of supporters of American independence and their loyalist counterparts.

One of the most interesting stories within the larger story is that of the sophisticated manner in which the tribal nations attempted to respond to the relentless inroads to their territorial integrity. The efforts of the Creek leader Alexander Mcgillivray, whose mother was Creek and whose father a Scot, to unite all of the tribal nations into a formal confederacy were heroic. His hope was that “a more centralized Creek Nation could operate on the same level as other modern nations.” [p.254] In the end all that he tried to accomplish by overpowered by the unquenched desire for more and more land that drove the westward expansion of European-Americans across the continent. Professor DuVal expresses what the thoughtful among us today fully acknowledge and regret:

“The United States would be a new kind of empire, one that rejected imperial hierarchies of reciprocal dependencies and instead defined and advanced its own independence through exclusivist citizenship and military might. Its large population and commitment to farmland for all its citizens overrode networks of dependence and pushed Indians out of the way.” [p.344]


There are no heroes or villains in this story. The deepest tragedies come out of that part of our nature that refused then and now to acknowledge and incorporate into our socio-political arrangements and institutions our equal birthright to the land and natural resources our planet provides. Professor DuVal has provided important details for us to consider, reflect upon and discuss as we continue to struggle to create truly just societies.
_________

* [Samuel Eliot Morison and Henry Steele Commager. The Growth of the American Republic (NY: Oxford University Press, 1962, p.27]
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