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Preface 

 

 At first, I was surprised at how lonely research and writing seems.  It is definitely a 

far cry from the intensely personal nature of my “other” job.  I quickly learned, however, that 

accomplishing any task on your own is impossible, and you must collect ideas, guidance, and 

encouragement from others at every step of the way.  If anything, my product is more a 

reflection of the people that have helped me than any individual effort.  I have been humbled 

by the people I have had the opportunity to work with, discuss the vagaries of alligators and 

crocodiles with, and occasional vent to when I wondered how I was going to get this whole 

thing done. 

 First, I have to thank the United States Army, and particularly the Department of 

History at the United States Military Academy, for giving me the chance to pursue my dream 

of going back to school and, eventually, to teach.  The Department of History at Texas 

Christian University had no idea what it was getting itself into when it accepted my 

application.  I hope that I have made all of the extra work worthwhile.  Dr. Todd Kerstetter 

smoothed my transition into the program and always had clear guidance when I was 

pondering my future “like a 12 year old girl.”  My thesis committee was composed of some 

of the most intellectually stimulating individuals that I have ever had the chance of working 

with: Drs. Kerstetter, Susan Ramirez, and Kenneth Stevens.  Their mentorship inside and 

outside of the classroom have served to make me a better scholar and person.  The History 

Department’s amazing administrators, Dana Summers and Stacy Theisen, are two of the 

nicest, most helpful people I have ever met.  The staff at the Mary Couts Burnett Library 

helped me to navigate the various databases that this “computer idiot” needed to search, 

while the hard-working inter-library loan staff always made sure that my books came in on 

time, and with a smile.  Dr. Steve Sherwood was given the thankless job of trying to piece 

together the uneducated drivel that I wrote and then mold it into a potentially usable 

sentence.  I am eternally thankful, and sorry. 

 Dr. Gene Smith provided me with the kernel of an idea for a potential research 

project, and never attempted to rein me back in as it steamrolled into something it was never 

meant to be.  I don’t know how many “Hey Sir, you busy” conversations I put him through, 

but he always gave me sound guidance and proved to be an outstanding mentor as I learned 

the hard way that the scholarly world is not the army world.  I look forward to his future 

advice, guidance, and friendship. 

 Reed and Wyatt, Wyatt and Reed.  The best part of my day is always coming home 

and seeing your smiling faces.  You never let me forget what is really important. 

 I would be nothing without my best friend and the love of my life, Heather.  Her 

tough love has helped me to navigate the long days and longer nights.  Her strength is 

bedrock, immovable and sturdy.  My mercurial ways always come back to center with her 

common sense, pragmatism, and love.  I will never be able to make up the huge debts I owe 

her, and I will never stop trying. 

 Everyday I was researching or writing, a young Trooper, Soldier, or Marine sat 

somewhere far from home and in harm’s way.  Beyond the political, one always must 

remember that there are men and women who are cold and scared but doing everything they 

can for those lined up next to them.  They come home and hope someday to re-enter the 

world they have left.  Beyond the concepts of patriotism, nationalism, and policy is a reality 
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where young people do what they think is right for themselves, their families, and their 

communities.  Thinking of them drove me to be better, and I hope that they are proud.  
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I. Introduction – The Streets of St. Augustine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Everyone agreed that the streets of St. Augustine were too narrow.  John Bartram, the 

King’s Botanist for North America who was in St. Augustine fighting an “ague” and “fever” 

during the fall of 1765, stated that the town was “pleasantly sciutuated [situated] but without 

regularity.”  “The streets very narrow,” he added, “about 15 foot…the principal street 22, 

many 12 (or) 8.”  The houses were “built of ouster [oyster] shell and morter” with a “terraced 

chamber floor and palmatto thatched roof.”  Yet, “as most of these was built by the common 

soldiers and poor people at different times,” Bartram noted, “the new and ould walls is apt to 

wind and crack so that the soldiers can easily pull them to pieces for thair wood to burn, 

which is scarce here.”  Along with the homes, British soldiers had torn down a “Dutch 

church” that sat outside St. Augustine proper, using the pillars and arches for wood to burn."  

Another church, one of two the Spanish had built during their time in St. Augustine, was 

being converted to Anglican services, while the other “going to wrack.”  An unfinished 

convent on the city’s outskirts was converted to house the soldiers of the garrison.
1
  The 

occupation of St. Augustine in 1765 appeared to be tearing the former Spanish capital of La 

Florida asunder for want of stove wood.  St. Augustine situated “on a sandy plat of ground 

near and iseland [island],” Bartram continued with his observations, recounting “a fine salt 

creek” emptying 2 or 3 miles below the town.  All the water immediately surrounding St. 
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Augustine was either the brackish water of the salt marshes or came from the sea.  The soil, 

“if white sands and shells may be reconed a soil” Bartram quipped, grew almost nothing.
2
  

The scarcity of fresh water, food stuffs, and fire wood gave the colonial administration pause 

as did its narrow streets.   

Bartram’s image of St. Augustine, the new capital and commercial entrepôt for 

British East Florida, hewed towards the bleak.  For the last half-century, St. Augustine had 

managed to survive in Florida only by maintaining a tenacious grip.  Relying previously on 

mission Indians and small settlements on the nearby St. Johns River for food and supplies, St. 

Augustine witnessed the collapse of their frontier and loss of their crop lands during the 

early-eighteenth century due to the expansion of Creek hunting ranges, imperial warfare, and 

indigenous slave raiding.  Spanish St. Augustine, by the time of Florida’s cession to Britain 

in 1763, depended on regular shipments of food and supplies from Havana.  The capital of La 

Florida had become little more than a North American outpost of a faltering Spanish 

Empire.
3
 

British imperial thinkers saw potential in Florida, perceiving Spain’s lack of 

improvement and cultivation as a judgment on their practice of faith, habits of work, and 

ineptitude in bureaucracy.  Observer Alexander Cluny posited in 1769 that “with proper 

cultivation it (Florida) will produce Rice, Indigo, Silk, Wines, and Cochineal.”  This served 

only to benefit the empire as a whole.  These goods “will be one of the most advantageous 

additions, which can be made to our commercial stock,” Cluny intonated, “as it enters deeply 

into the manufacturing of some of the most valuable commodities, for which purpose we are 

now obliged to purchase it from others, at which price they please to impose.”
4
  Dr. William 

Stork, whose first edition of an Account of East Florida appeared in 1766, described the 
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colony as tailor-made for sugar, rice, and indigo production on a large scale.
5
  The several 

editions of his pamphlet that followed helped give birth to a boom in Florida speculation that 

reached its climax during the late 1760s and the early 1770s. 

A decade after Bartram’s stay in St. Augustine, the town still had not changed very 

much.  It definitely did not fit the picture of a bustling metropolis for a booming colony.  

John Huddlestone Wynne inventoried the town in 1776 and found “the number of houses in 

their (Spain’s) time…was above nine hundred.”  The British, unfortunately, had done little 

with them, the majority of the wood and palmetto structures “now gone to decay.”  Wynne 

closed his assessment of East Florida’s capital with little more optimism, freely stating that 

“the land about St. Augustine is the worst in the province.”
6
  Writing earlier, the iconoclastic 

Bernard Romans, former deputy surveyor of the colony, posited, “there were not three 

hundred houses and at most a thousand inhabitants,” in St. Augustine.  The denizens of St. 

Augustine “I find to be a kind of outcast and scum of the earth,” Romans railed.  In fact, 

Romans quoted a letter from a friend who described St. Augustine as “a heap of ruin, a fit 

receptacle for the wretches of inhabitants.”  And, to complete the image, Romans made sure 

to include his own assessment of St. Augustine’s streets, all except one “being crooked and 

narrow.”
7
 

British East Florida encompassed a new direction of colonial policy during the 1760s.  

Attempting to create new colonies for the expansion of middling farmers, the crown hoped to 

engender a renewed sense of mid-level prosperity in North America that they believed 

equated to an increased consumption of British manufactured goods.  This would not only 

bind the colonies to the mother country economically, but also hopefully cement political 

bonds through material incorporation.  At the same time, a new sense of the natural world, 
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what this project terms “imperial ecology,” viewed natural resources and staple crop 

production as integral portions of the empire.  The mid-eighteenth century witnessed the 

informal assumption of this ideology into court practice, and government prerogative 

expanded over such items as Caribbean forest conservation and internal protection and 

encouragement of the indigo market.  The colonial administrators also sought to 

institutionalize and standardize the Indian trade through a process of separation and 

licensing.  Indian people on the frontier of Anglo settlement would also enter the new 

imperial market, their trade in animal skins another facet of the imperial ecology.  Increased 

demand in skins changed normal hunting/gathering rhythms and fostered entry into regional 

markets for other goods, both of which changed settlement powers and redefined indigenous 

power.  

Running against imperial projections, local patterns and contemporary accounts of 

East Florida described stagnation.  Plantations were established instead of medium sized 

farms, and even these expansive economic systems existed on a razor’s edge between success 

and failure.  The colony quickly rejected settlement of consumptive-middling farmers, and by 

1774 the majority of East Florida’s inhabitants were bound laborers working on indigo 

plantations.  Prior to the revolutionary war, the colony began to establish itself in the indigo 

market, but South Carolina still produced ten times the amount that flowed out of St. 

Augustine.  Concurrently, fiercely independent Indians jockeyed for ascension on the 

peninsula, recognizing the tentativeness of British settlement.  And, still, no one had done 

anything to widen the streets in St. Augustine.   

This thesis argues that Britain’s new imperial ecology did not recognize the 

environmental reality of East Florida.  The need to clear stubborn trees from the soil, drain 
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large swamps, and expand acreage to encapsulate the meager amount of arable land favored 

those with large amounts of ready capital and the ability to wait on investments.  This, by 

definition, precluded small- and medium-sized farm settlement, a risky venture in the best of 

times and areas.  East Florida devolved into a rich man’s gambit, favoring capital 

accumulation through natural resource and staple crop exploitation more than goods 

consumption.  These capitalist programs had to contend with an Indian population that 

recognized its new assertiveness on the peninsula and disregarded the boundary line that the 

colonial administration had hoped would secure the colony.  Wynne and Roman’s 

assessments indicate that East Florida found itself outside of the burgeoning imperial trade 

and flow of ideas in the pre-Revolutionary Atlantic World, an eddy in a surging stream. 

British East Florida escaped most historical attention until the 1930s.  Whether it was 

the short lifespan of the British project, its apparent stagnation and decline, or a dearth of 

primary sources, scholars shied away from giving the British East Florida colony a full 

treatment.  Slowly, a stream of journal articles began to appear, retelling the story of the 

British colony.  Charles Loch Mowalt and Wilbur H. Siebert took the lead in terms of 

scholarship, using The Florida Historical Quarterly as a pulpit to bring East Florida overdue 

attention.  Siebert focused on slaves and indentured servants, the evacuation of Spanish 

personnel in 1764, and the nature of St. Augustine during its twenty-year British interlude.
8
  

Generally following a narrative flow, his articles attempted to recreate the social milieu of 

the colony, describing the different elements within East Florida for the twenty-one years of 

Spanish rule. Siebert’s later articles expanded on his 1929 work, the two-volume Loyalists in 

East Florida, 1774-1785.  He recounted the last decade of the colony in the first volume, and 
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then filled the second with primary documents collected from the loyalists dispossessed after 

the colony’s transfer to Spain at the conclusion of the Revolution in 1783.
9
 

 In contrast, Mowalt focused on land policy and acquisition.  Starting with his 1940 

article, “The Land Policy in British East Florida,” Mowalt argued that colonial administrators 

diverged from the stated plan of medium settlement and began to grant ever increasing tracts 

of land to fewer and fewer people.  The Board of Trade and East Florida’s first governor, 

James Grant, bent a number of stated land policies to engender improvement and cultivation 

in the colony.
10

  Mowalt continued this theme into his monograph, East Florida as a British 

Province, 1763-1784, examining how the accumulation of land led to the formation of a 

plantation oligarchy with ties to both Governor Grant and his South Carolinian plantation-

owning friends.  East Florida did not sit a colonial assembly until 1781, eighteen years after 

the colony had been formed and only after the evacuation of South Carolina and Georgia 

loyalists to East Florida during the Revolution.  The influx of loyalists brought new ideas 

about representative assembly into the colony, and the lack of unclaimed land fomented 

discontent among the now-displaced rice and indigo planters.   

These two foundational works created the “failure theory” in the historiography of 

British East Florida.  According to this position, British settlers never exploited the potential 

of the colony.  The unfair accumulation of land and undemocratic oligarchic rule precluded 

the flowering of a democratic spirit and served as the southern bulwark to the revolutionary 

fervor of the rebellious North American colonies.  Plantation settlement seemed more akin to 

misguided follies than concerted efforts towards founding a profitable staple crop enterprise 

in East Florida.  Contemporary accounts, mainly Romans and William Bartram’s (John’s 

son) from 1774, served as evidence for this theory.
11

  Both decried the oppressive actions of 
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East Floridian plantation owners and delighted in describing failed plantations along the St. 

Johns River.  The utopian programs of Denys Rolle and Andrew Turnbull both seemed 

farcical and many took the two settlements’ failures as representative of the whole.  The 

failure theory vigorously remains to the present day; Bernard Bailyn even titled the chapter 

on East Florida in his 1986 book on pre-Revolutionary migration, “Failure in Xanadu.”
12

 

Mowalt’s East Florida as a British Province remains the primary work in the field.  

He succinctly captured the economic and political history of the colony in a readable manner 

that left many scholars scratching their heads on how to improve on it.  Almost three 

generations from its publication, though, some flaws do appear.  The Revolution hangs over 

Mowalt's account of East Florida like a guillotine blade.  By not becoming the fourteenth 

rebellious colony, East Florida appears in American eyes as destined for failure.  The return 

of the colony to Spain in 1783 only accentuated this failure, and the British haste to cede it 

back to Spain obviously resulted from the colony’s inability to perform within the imperial 

system.  Mowalt also neglected to incorporate East Florida into an inter-colonial network.  

South Carolina had a major impact on the development of East Florida, yet Mowalt does 

little to plumb this relationship.  Finally, the work glosses over Anglo-Indian relations.  

Governor Grant spent considerable time perfecting his system of Anglo-Indian separation 

and trade, embodied in the 1765 Treaty of Piccolata.  Yet, as William Bartram witnessed in 

1774, the Seminoles viewed the boundary line as increasingly permeable, travelling back and 

forth to St. Augustine at their leisure, and fully expecting to receive food and gifts upon their 

arrival. 

Modern scholars debate the “birth” of the Seminole people.  The central issue 

involved in the argument is how Creek were the Seminoles?  The traditional narrative traces 
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the expansion of the Creek Confederacy to the South during the early part of the eighteenth 

century.  At some point, the enlargement of hunting ranges and increased slave raiding 

transformed into semi-permanent settlement on the savannas of central Florida.  These 

Indians practiced a form of pastoralism that entailed cow and sheep grazing, seasonal 

hunting, and subsistence agriculture.  By the 1810s, contemporary observers had labeled this 

group the Seminoles and viewed them separately from the Creek tribes.  The preceding 

century of murkiness shrouds the ethnogenesis of the Seminole people. Historian Kathryn 

Holland Braund contends that the Seminoles represented the farthest extent of Creek 

hegemony during the era of British rule in East Florida.  David Cockran labeled the group 

“outlaw Creeks,” and describes a clear division between the Lower Creek confederacy and 

the nascent Seminoles by 1764.  Striking a middle ground, Paul Hoffman has labeled this 

group “Proto-Seminoles” in order to convey a sense of transformation and cultural growth.
13

  

Here, this project adopts “proto-Seminoles” and “Alachua-Creek Splinter” to describe the 

group, focusing on their transformation during the English period. 

By the 1990s, some scholars began to chip away at the failure theory.  Foremost 

among them is Daniel Schafer, who has striven to recast the perspective of failure in East 

Florida.  Schafer has shown that many successful plantations existed in the colony, 

challenging William Bartram’s 1774 account of empty tracts of uncultivated land populating 

the St. Johns River.  Calling these ignored plantations “ghost plantations,” Schafer has 

reconstructed the St. Johns watershed and shown the placement and relative success of 

several large indigo plantations in East Florida.  He also conducted thorough research 

concerning Richard Oswald and James Grant’s plantation, demonstrating how it practiced a 

policy of capital accumulation and land expansion to build a thriving venture.
14

  Patricia 
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Griffin accomplishes much of the same by analyzing Andrew Turnbull’s Minorcan 

settlement at New Smyrna.  Although colonial officials did eventually terminate Turnbull’s 

project, he did witness wildly successful indigo production through 1776, with many 

contemporaries regarding his dye as some of the finest in the empire.
15

  The Revolution, 

according to these historians, should never be accepted as a pre-ordained fact.  Failure in the 

East Florida resulted from the Revolution and the following collapse of Atlantic trade and the 

protected indigo market.  Had the Revolution never occurred, or occurred later, East Florida 

may very well have prospered as a colony.  By deconstructing the inevitability of failure, 

Schafer and Griffin recast East Florida’s development on its own merits. 

While accomplishing this, Schafer and Griffin unintentionally expose the irony of the 

socio-economic reality in British East Florida.  The perseverance of large resource extractive 

plantations and their reliance on un-free labor did not match the imperial vision as espoused 

during 1763 and 1764.  Slaves and indentured servants, 70% of the colonial population by 

1771, did not consume British manufactured goods in large quantities.  East Florida tied itself 

to the mother country on linkages of subsistence and dependence, not commercial 

incorporation.  The colony’s inability to readily access imperial market forces ascribed it to 

an economic program of resource extraction and staple crop cultivation.  Also, the Indian 

trade had morphed into something barely recognizable from colonial policy in 1763.  The 

key factor in the reworking of this imperial vision was the environment of the region.  The 

inherent difficulties in promulgating profitable ventures in East Florida changed the 

settlement dynamic until it was far different from the plan as projected in 1763.   

This study charts the progression of these ideas.  Chapter one discusses the unique 

union of imperial and ecological thought during the mid-eighteenth century.  This section 
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also introduces two key figures in the narrative of East Florida: John Bartram, a botanist, and 

Henry Laurens, a rice planter and slave trader.  Rulers and diplomats may imagine empire in 

centers of thought and power, but unlikely actors construct it in places far removed from the 

imperial core.  The next chapter grapples with the ethnogenesis of the Seminole people in the 

context of East Florida’s attempt to regulate Anglo-Indian contact and trade.  The proto-

Seminoles increasingly asserted their separate status from the Creeks and their power in 

central Florida during the British reign in St. Augustine.  Lastly, this project examines the 

promulgation of the slave plantation system in East Florida.  This was by no means a 

foregone conclusion in 1765.  Several ecological, social, and economic factors interacted in 

the colony to create a unique environment for staple crop cultivation.  This study concludes 

with a recap of the distance between ideology and practice in East Florida.  Along the way, 

perhaps we will discover why no one ever widened the streets of St. Augustine. 
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II. “An Uninhabited Country”: Empire and East Florida 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

George III informed Lord Bute that Charles Townsend had stormed into his dressing 

room on November 10, 1762, as soon as he heard that Florida had been selected over Puerto 

Rico at the close of the Peace of Paris.  Very “coldly,” Townsend admonished the king for 

his decision, claiming that Florida was, “an uninhabited country” and “useless territory.” The 

King, regaining his composure, retorted that Florida, “from its fertility and goodness of 

climate was capable of great improvements.”
 
  Townsend changed course after his rebuff, 

accepting that the industriousness of the British people would succeed where the Spanish had 

failed.
1
  The ministers had settled the Peace, parliamentary debate had ended in the 

administration‟s favor, and opposition against Florida‟s entry into the empire had lost its 

traction. 

The exchange in the King‟s dressing room illustrates the contending issues of 

imperial ideology that the incorporation of Florida into the British realm brought to the fore.  

The end of the Seven Year‟s War in 1763 found England absorbing new regions into a North 

American continental empire.  Debate concerning the course of empire began well before the 

war‟s close, as politicians attempted to describe the future relationship between the home 

islands and the colonies.  Florida became the focus of much of the imperial debate, initially 

concerning the question of whether or not royal ministers should negotiate for its entrance 



14 
 

into the empire, and later, what its position in the empire should be.  The resolution of both 

of the questions marked the transition of imperial ideology from one of natural-resource 

extraction to commercial consumption. 

Also, Townsend‟s condemnation of Florida as an “uninhabited country” displays the 

new pervasiveness of environmental thinking in imperial ideology.  Environmental factors 

took center stage at the beginning of Florida‟s imperial career.  The lack of significant 

Spanish cultivation and improvement in Florida created the impression among several British 

administrators that the country was a tabula rosa.  Hard-working British settlers that 

recognized the importance of natural resources in the imperial economy would succeed 

where the Spanish had not.  On this peninsula stretching south into the Caribbean, imperial 

policy and ecological theory would meet and interplay, with unintended consequences.  

This new imperial ideology was not fully formed when, on December 9, 1762, 

William Pitt struggled to his feet before Parliament, determined to fight for his legacy.  The 

Preliminary Articles of Peace had been signed by England, France, and Spain a month 

earlier, ending the global hostilities inaugurated during the Seven Year‟s War.  British 

success loomed over the articles, with both France and Spain losing vast expanses of imperial 

territory in the Americas, and in the case of the Spanish also lands in the Pacific.  The terms, 

at first glance, seemed little more than a return to the status quo, allowing the House of 

Bourbon to retain many of its overseas possessions.  Pitt, enraged by the proceedings, left his 

semi-retirement and his death bed to speak upon the consideration of the treaty.  Suffering 

from a debilitating recurrence of gout, Pitt faltered. Needing the support of two nearby peers, 

he continued decrying the treaty and the current administration until the Parliament 

“unanimously desired” that he continue his oration sitting.
2
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 “The Great Commoner” faced political irrelevance at the end of 1762.  Pitt had 

resigned from the prime minister‟s position fourteen months earlier, accepting a pension for 

himself and a peerage for his wife.  At the same time, he implied to King George III that he 

would quietly fade into retirement while holding seat in Parliament.  News of and speculation 

about this deal spread quickly, and Pitt‟s old political faction portrayed his fall from grace as 

another example of the autocratic power of the king and his mentor, the Earl of Bute.  Pitt 

had descended from the position of sitting prime minister that embodied the opposition to the 

butt of front-page editorials on the streets of London in a period of less than six months.
3
  

Battling ailments that kept him in bed for several months before and after his speech that 

December, Pitt fought back, attempting to reinsert himself into the thick of the political fight 

and regain the dignity he believed he deserved.  Following speakers that lauded gratitude 

upon the king and his cabinet for ending a “long, bloody, and expensive war,”
4
 Pitt drew a 

sharp comparison between the current peace settlement and the terms that he had proposed 

and whose rejection led to his resignation.  As the Parliamentary recorder noted, Pitt 

proclaimed that his proposal “had not been satisfactory to all persons; it was impossible to 

reconcile every interest; but he had not, for the mere attainment of peace, made a sacrifice of 

any conquest; he had neither broken the national faith….”
5
 

 Many believed that the victory in the Seven Year‟s War belonged to Pitt.  He had 

fashioned a war strategy that departed from the half-century norm that dominated British 

foreign policy.  Rather than focusing on European fiefdoms and garbled lines of succession, 

Pitt realized that the war, which started in North America, had morphed into a war of global 

empires that reached far beyond the pedestrian issues of monarchical Europe.  Early reverses 

allowed Pitt to wield a free hand and run the war and the government ostensibly by himself 
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and with little interference.  By the time of his resignation, France had lost Canada and 

several Caribbean sugar islands.  The entrance of Spain into the war and its speedy defeat, 

along with the seizure of several of their territories, represented logical extensions of Pitt‟s 

strategy even though he no longer directed the war effort.
6
 

 Pitt‟s government met with the French in 1761 hoping to end a war that was ruining 

the nation‟s economy and credit.  Under Pitt‟s advisement, crown representatives constructed 

a peace proposal that allowed England to keep nearly all her gains.  This sounded a far cry 

from the typical European peace proposals that served to amend small gains and losses but 

maintained a fairly well-demarcated status quo.  Pitt viewed this diplomatic conservatism as 

a disregard of England‟s economic and military power and an adherence to an antiquated 

concept of European alliances.  Pitt spoke of empires, of overseas trade, and sugar islands 

that provided granulated white gold for imperial coffers.  Fighting over Germanic states 

reeked of sixteenth-century thought and wasted capital. Pitt believed that the key to the 

ascension of the British Empire into the role of global power player lay in preventing the 

growth of the French and Spanish navies.  He further proposed that a lack of Caribbean 

colonies for either of the Bourbon states would forestall naval expansion in Paris and Seville.  

Pitt‟s presumptuous overtures in 1761 which sought to guarantee English dominance and 

prevent future conflict, instead led to Spain‟s entrance into the war and the global widening 

of the conflict.
7
 

 Twenty-five-year-old George III sought peace on economic terms.  He, too, wanted a 

peace that would prevent the continuing cycle of imperial conflict.  His view hewed more to 

the earlier conception of conflict resolution.  By maintaining a status quo, and returning the 

majority of England‟s wartime gains, George and Bute hoped to prevent an eighteenth 
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century arms race to regain lost imperial holdings.  At the same time, the war had drained 

Britain‟s treasury, and created an increased colonial responsibility that necessitated more 

soldiers, more ships, more administrators, and more pounds sterling.  The Preliminary 

Articles of 1762, and the Peace of 1763 that they became, represented both fiscal practicality 

and a new imperial reckoning.
8
 

 Pitt spoke for more than three and half hours that December, and by the end, he could 

barely be heard, leaving before the close of the debate and, as the recorder noted, “in the 

greatest agony of pain.”
9
  He had discussed the terms at length, providing reasons for each 

subject‟s rejection or refinement.  Yet, within the long oratory, he mentioned the crux of the 

current debate in only one paragraph, stating that “Florida…was no compensation for the 

Havannah; the Havannah was an important conquest.”  As Pitt saw it, “From the moment the 

Havannah was taken, all the Spanish treasures and riches in America lay at our mercy.”  With 

the trading of Florida for Cuba, “Spain had purchased the security of all these [the Caribbean 

and South American colonies].”  “It was no equivalent,” Pitt proclaimed, there had been a 

bargain, but the terms were inadequate.”
10

 

For all the wrangling that revolved around the pending peace, the Florida cession 

seemed by far the most troubling and befuddling.  The seizure of the thought-to-be 

impregnable port of Havana, the jewel of Spain‟s Caribbean possessions, opened the entire 

island of Cuba to speculation and the prospect of new sugar plantations.  Capturing and 

holding Havana had also cost the Empire dearly in terms of capital and lives, and its release 

for a veritable backwater outpost left many gnashing their teeth and muttering imprecations 

at the king.
11
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 What evaded most thinkers, politicians, and strategists at the time was the changing 

perception of empire that the Peace of Paris and the Florida cession represented.  By 1763, 

burgeoning views of empire and the environment were gaining traction within the public 

sphere.  Florida, particularly East Florida, became a laboratory to test the efficacy of these 

new ideas.  Evidence of these new sentiments began to appear as early as 1760, when the 

initial rumors of a proposed peace with France, prior to Spain‟s entrance in the war, led to the 

informal declaration of a Pamphlet War that rivaled the actual battles they had sought to 

conceptualize.  In total, more than sixty-five pamphlets were published from 1760 to 1763 

that addressed the composition of the coming peace.  For each that espoused the moderate 

tack of the royal administration, another soon followed that supported Pitt and his followers.  

The end result equated to a fairly even number of pamphlets being published by or for both 

sides in the burgeoning imperial argument.  In many ways, these pamphlets revealed the 

ideology of empire in Great Britain and illustrated the changes taking place during this 

critical period. 

 A Letter Addressed to Two Great Men on the Present Peace, published in 1760 as the 

Privy Council wrestled with assigning plenipotentiaries for negotiations with France, 

initiated the Pamphlet War debate.  Written by crown supporter John Douglas, the pamphlet 

could easily pass as an official declaration of intent from George III.  Douglas decried the 

ability of the French to abide by any of the treaties that they had signed during the last 

century.  He saw no reason to expect anything different in relation to colonial America.  

More importantly, the war‟s resolution strategically shifted North America to the center of 

the debate.  Douglas saw it as imperative that Britain maintain the entirety of Canada at the 

war‟s conclusion.  The Seven Year‟s War started and ended in North America, and this was 
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where the focus of the peace should lie.  “The possession of Canada (by Britain),” Douglas 

pointed out, “is the only security that the French can give us.”
12

 

 Douglas defined what the goal of the peace should be: security and thrift.  The central 

issue in 1760 concerned the acquisition of either Canada or the very profitable French sugar 

island Guadeloupe.  If the central issue in the war was the security of the Anglo-American 

Colonies, then the central tenet of the peace should guarantee their security.  “In a word,” 

Douglas proclaimed, “you must keep Canada otherwise you lay the foundation of another 

war.”
13

  To return any portion of Canada allowed French designs on expansion to fester in 

the wilderness interior of the continent.  A continued stand-off over North America would 

only serve to empty the imperial treasury.  Douglas assumed correctly that the American 

colonists would willingly take no part of funding the large standing army needed for 

protecting the vast frontier.  He held out even less hope that the increase in revenue created 

by the possession of Guadeloupe would meet the new fiscal demands.  The pursuance of such 

a policy portended future national bankruptcy.  Ultimately, the French in Canada, and the 

ramifications that this would have in the empire, only served to curtail British liberties.  In 

the future, conditions could force the government into relying on foreign creditors to finance 

a standing army, always portrayed as the bane of freemen everywhere.
14

 

As for Guadeloupe, “England possessed enough sugar islands.”
15

  The key for the 

empire involved the expansion of their growing export trade in manufactures.  The North 

American colonies, and now Canada, weighed much more significantly in contrast to the 

Caribbean sugar islands in the balance of manufactured goods consumption.
16

  British 

manufacturing regions formed the new nucleus of capital.  Rather than depend on the 

vagaries of the sugar market and fluctuating international prices, manufactured goods, 
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consumed at rates that were increasing exponentially in North America, served as a stable 

means for capital accumulation and held the potential for increased imperial revenue. 

Douglas‟ 1760 treatise broke the levee, as a deluge of pamphlets followed the 

example that he had crafted.  The best articulation of the opposition view appeared in the 

immediate response to A Letter to Two Great Men…, the creatively titled Remarks on the 

Letter Addressed to Two Great Men.
17

  Historian Jack Sosin contends that William Burke 

drafted this response, although he does attribute his brother Edmund and Charles Townshend 

as either co-authors or as providing assistance with vocalizing ideas.
18

  All three railed 

against the conceptions of the new peace vocalized in the pamphlet and formed a solid bloc 

that represented the strongest opposition to the king and his administration. 

Burke spoke plainly in his pamphlet, declaring that it represented a direct criticism of 

the plan in the first letter.  Claiming that a generalized Anglo-mindset of supremacy pervaded 

the current political dialogues, Burke informed Douglas (who was still at this time 

anonymous), “I am afraid, Sir, that your letter tends to increase and inflame this disposition,” 

and contended that his argument was “guided by old prejudices and not the true nature of 

things.”
19

  The English government never stated that the acquisition of Canada represented 

the central focus of the war effort.  The seizure of Quebec attested to the superiority of 

English arms, not an imperial vision that placed any strategic value on Canada.  Burke 

chuckled at the notion that possessing Canada guaranteed any imperial security.  The French 

placed little value in Canada and instead focused more on their Caribbean colonies, 

particularly Guadeloupe, which the English saw fit to return with the signing of the peace 

treaty.  This reestablished a status quo in the Caribbean, a region where England did not hold 

the same dominance as it did in North America.  Imperial reality dictated that the English 
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negotiated from a position of power in North America, with or without Canada, but not 

within the Caribbean. 

Calling Guadeloupe “another sugar island” missed the newly forming ecological 

reality of English sugar cultivation.  As Burke argued, “You know that another island, 

…Brbadoes [sic], formerly one of our best, is at present much exhausted…and that the rest, 

except perhaps Antigua, are quite inconsiderable.”
20

  Extensive sugar expansion in the British 

Caribbean slowed in the face of soil exhaustion, deforestation, and erosion.  While new 

conservation policies sought to reverse this trend, retaining Guadeloupe would have allowed 

the immediate injection of sugar and sugar-capital into the British market.  As it stood 

presently, “our sugar islands produce little more than what serves the home consumption, and 

that at a very advanced price.”
21

  Burke imagined peace creating an English empire far better 

situated to capitalize on export markets, seeing security in the increase of tax revenue and the 

growth of sugar production within the mercantilist system. 

The debate on the nature of the peace generally followed the parameters as sketched 

by these first two pamphlets.
22

  Both held that British success at arms allowed for a drastic 

revision of empire.  Complete victory had eluded the British until the Seven Years‟ War, and 

that fact, coupled with the ferocity and expense of the conflict, left both sides scrambling to 

define what the Empire would resemble after the peace.  The administration‟s viewpoint 

sought thrift and security.  Its predilection for a continental empire (soon to add Florida after 

the defeat of the Spanish in 1762) over the assumption of further sugar islands demonstrated 

a proclivity towards protecting British citizens and allowing for the expansion of British 

markets as consumers.  New Caribbean colonies did not have enough space for a large wave 
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of new colonists, and their mono-crop exports still depended on a world exchange that the 

crown could not manipulate as it could an inter-empire mercantilist commodities market. 

The opposition saw the British Empire on a global scale, not simply a continental one.  

British success, despite all the ballyhoo surrounding land victories at Louisburg, Quebec, and 

Havana, still centered on the navy‟s ability to control the seas.  Allowing the French to 

possess Caribbean islands provided them with the impetus to continue to expand their naval 

fleets in order to protect their trade.  A global British Empire preferred to face a French army 

in Canada with no chance of naval assistance rather than an expanded French navy 

throughout the oceans of the world.  Also, sugar had a long history of profits that made 

Guadeloupe hard to ignore.   By regulating these profits, the government put itself in a 

position quickly to address their current revenue issues.  Sparsely settled Canada, lacking in 

most natural resources beyond furs, did not portend the same monetary outcome. 

Anglo-American Benjamin Franklin cunningly supplied his own viewpoint on this 

situation.  He waded into the vociferous pamphlet battles and provided his own imperial 

conceptualization.  Franklin‟s 1760 work, The Interests of Great Britain Considered, 

provided a new perspective on the peace treaty debate.  While writing directly in response to 

the Letter Addressed to Two Great Men and the Remarks that followed, Franklin also sought 

to address an unwritten undertone apparently spreading among the proponents of diplomatic 

austerity, many of whom claimed that the war was pursued only to benefit the Atlantic 

seaboard colonies and they alone reaped reward from the conflict‟s end.  Most of the earlier 

pamphlets disregarded the colonial perspective, viewing the colonies as little more than 

pawns on the chessboard of European empires. 
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 For Franklin, the impending peace and the subsequent frontier readjustment revolved 

around two issues: security and trade.  Security and attempts to forestall future hostilities 

required the removal of the French from Canada.  Franklin despised any comparison between 

security in Europe and America, claiming that the acquisition of Canada would place an 

ocean between England‟s colonies and French ambition.  In America, “a vast wilderness 

thinly or scarce at all peopled, conceals with ease the march of troops and workmen.”  

Franklin recognized that “important passes may be seized within our limits, and forts built in 

a month, at a small expense, that may cost us an age, and a million to remove.”
23

  Imperial 

security included American security.  Franklin argued for both prudence and practicality of 

the empire defending the American colonies, for they were the “frontier of the British 

empire.”   An attack on the colonists represented more than attack on the “people 

immediately affected, but properly „the cause‟ of the whole body.”  In a phrase that speaks 

volumes to the trajectory of colonial affairs, Franklin added, “where the frontier people owe 

and pay obedience, there they have a right to look for protection.”
24

 

 Smarting from the sting of the colonies‟ inability to unite at the Albany Congress in 

1754, Franklin clothed his argument in terms of the new nationalism so prevalent in English 

culture following the sweeping successes in 1759.  Philadelphia, for him, equated to 

Birmingham, erasing any line between “colony” and “metropolis.”  The American colonies 

strongly identified themselves with the mother country during the conduct of the war, each 

colony binding itself to the home island in a manner little imagined previously.  Only the 

crown had prompted unity among the colonies.   On their own, the colonies proved unable to 

provide a monolithic front against the French and Indian threat.  That unity quickly faded 
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with the advent of peace.  The colonies needed security and further inclusion in the imperial 

dynamic along with consideration as equal kinsmen within the glory of the English state.
25

 

 Trade provided the quickest means with which to create this new imperial bond.  Yet, 

this trade was not the typical colonial export of raw materials or agricultural products that 

had dominated earlier mercantilist ideology.  The abundance of land provided a ready means 

for social mobility, preventing the growth of a landless lower-class that would toil in paid 

labor.  Thus, the colonies would ultimately rely on the home country to provide 

manufactured goods for use in their homes and on their farms.  And Franklin supplied fiscal 

totals of English exports into Pennsylvania as proof, showing an increase of more than 

250,000 pounds from 1723 to 1757.
26

  While admitting that some of this increase related to 

war needs, Franklin suggested a growing trend.  The means to link the colony with mother 

country was through “manufactures,” Franklin noted, not a reliance on expanding the sugar 

trade, of which he said, “we have sugar-lands enough.”
27

 

 In his normally witty and ebullient style, Franklin described an epochal 

transformation in mercantilist thought.  Until the mid-eighteenth century, the common 

assumption persisted that British colonies existed: first, as a reservoir of raw materials and a 

commissary for agricultural goods; and second, as an outlet for the lower classes due to 

overpopulation.  The sugar islands of the West Indies emerged as the jewel in the British 

imperial crown.  They supplied a marketable commodity that brought England capital on the 

world market.  The Atlantic colonies of North America provided some products, particularly 

tobacco, rice, and indigo, but most of the colonies followed a more settlement-minded path 

rather than the ideology of intense mono-crop exploitation that dominated the British 

Caribbean. 
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The first stirrings of the industrial revolution changed the dominant imperial image.  

Accrued capital led to investment and nascent industrialization.  As both Douglas and 

Franklin discussed, the consumption of manufactured goods replaced sugar exportation as the 

new mercantilist objective.  As historian George Louis Beer showed, consumption of English 

goods in North America had doubled during the five years from 1754 to 1758 and had far 

outstripped the import demands of the West Indies during the same period.
28

  As the British 

economy changed from a pre-capitalist local economy to a global market-based export 

juggernaut, imperial ideology changed along with it.  No longer did capital accumulation 

from raw materials suffice as the means to fire the engine of the British economic system.  

The measure of imperial success thereafter relied on self-contained and self-regulated 

markets that allowed for constant and stable sources of revenue flow.  Imperial security 

became a necessity for this system, and the administration sought the means to engender 

settlement of consumption-minded colonists in a stable economic system. 

 The formation of a new environmental consciousness coincided with the changing 

foundation of imperial vision.  While not directly tied to these new imperial machinations, it 

appears evident that this new ecological conception existed alongside, building off a common 

cultural prerogative of change that favored rationality and order.  At the same time, this new 

ecological construction played into the hands of George III‟s administration, helping to craft 

a model for a workable and profitable colonial system. 

 Some historians cast colonial environmentalism in a mélange of Christian and 

Renaissance values.  These two intellectual trends create a dual-sided image of nature in the 

colonial system.  First, in the Christian tradition, uncultivated land is tantamount to sin.  God 

enjoins his followers in Genesis to go forth and create a domination relationship with nature, 
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bringing forth resources, food, and goods that show the blessing of the Lord among those that 

toil.  This vision of the natural world lends itself to exploitative colonialism, settlement, and 

land-use patterns that favor quick gain and risky investments.
29

  Historian Roderick Nash 

defines this as a “Wilderness Condition,” the mentality that formed along the far edge of 

settlement.  In this arena, colonists view nature unsympathetically, as a constant reminder of 

their own mortality and their struggle against the weather and the land.  Decidedly 

adversarial, this ecological construction behooves expansion into perceived empty spaces and 

the growth of export markets in an early imperial light.
30

   

 At a psychological level, the world appeared to exist in demarcated spheres of 

civilization and chaos.  In the Christian mind, the establishment of a spiritual parallel 

between God and Satan appeared to be the obvious conclusion.  The expansion of nature took 

on the role of a new, ecological Crusade against the forces of “Satan and his monsters.”
31

  

The early conceptualization of the Puritan “mission” in New England serves as a telling 

example.  As historian Peter Carroll describes, Puritanism confronted environmental realities 

in the New World by shifting from an Old World conception of practicing their religion for 

social betterment to a New World one that was markedly more messianic and metaphysically 

driven.
32

 

 The Renaissance‟s portrait of the natural world deviated only somewhat from the 

Christian one.  Following the Middle Ages, many artists and scientists began to study the 

natural world in order to determine the essence behind elemental forces.  These thinkers 

described natural laws as universal constants.  Rationality seemed self-evident in the 

construction of nature.  As opposed to the Christian tradition that seemed to create a binary 

opposition between man and nature, the new way of thinking removed nature of its vitality 
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and made it an object of study separate and subordinate to human reason.  Environmental 

sociologist Neil Everden draws the analogy that this conception of man and nature is akin to 

a fish realizing he is in an ocean; where once the fish existed inside and amidst the ocean, his 

new realization sets him apart from the object and the notion of “ocean,” creating both a 

duality and an intellectual chasm between the two.
33

   

Ultimately, both trends speak to human dominance of nature, be it as an impassioned 

quest or a scientifically rational experience.  Evernden describes these and other 

environmental theories as nothing more than social constructions.  Each model or 

conceptualized system exists as an example of social and cultural needs, desires, and 

expectations.
34

  The two above trends filled a social need to explain exploration, 

colonization, and drastic ecological changes to the New World.  Colonists imposed their own 

cultural baggage on the New World, to include land-use policies, irrigation planning, and 

types and forms of agriculture.
35

  Early European entrants into the New World remade the 

environment that they initially found and, by falling back on older means with which to view 

the natural world, found coherence amidst the chaotic and the reconstructed lands. 

 Some scholars hold no qualms with portraying these two trends existing throughout 

the colonial era, and some even placing it far beyond, even into present day.
36

  What they 

disregard is a nascent conservationism that began forming during the seventeenth century and 

flowered in the mid-eighteenth.  Burke spoke of this to an extent as he noted the 

“exhaustion” of British sugar islands.  By no means equivalent to present day 

environmentalism, this conservationism based the human-nature relationship on potential and 

long-term investment, particularly on the global stage of imperial destinies.  Still 
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exploitative, there grewa sense of passionate and rational awe to the natural bounty of the 

New World and the wealth that it held.
37

 

 One of the earliest examples of this new wave in ecological thought in the English 

language appeared in 1664.  John Evelyn‟s Sylva decried the destruction of the nation‟s 

forests, using the pulpit at the Royal Society of London to preach his views.  Once having 

millions of acres, England by the mid-seventeenth century showed the scars of heightened 

timber demand.  “Usurpers,” Evelyn claimed, denuded the forests, throwing a national 

resource to the wind for a money-hungry desire to bring more land under cultivation.  “For it 

has not been the late increase in shipping alone,” Evelyn opined, but mainly” the 

multiplication of glass works, iron furnaces, and the like, from which this im-politick 

dimuntion of our timber has proceeded, but from the disproportionate spreading of tillage.”  

The drive towards agricultural expansion on the home island to profit from demands in the 

nascent market economy spelled doom for thousands of acres of forests.  But these 

agricultural capitalists did more than just cut down trees, they sought “to grub up, demolish 

and raze, as it were, all those many goodly woods and forests, which our more prudent 

 ancestors left standing, for the ornament and service of the country.
38

  Evelyn 

continued that the plow had done its damage well, leaving the only recourse for the crown a 

well-planned and well-executed policy of “sowing and planting.”
39

 

 Yet, only in the above passage where he notes the “ornament” value of trees does 

Evelyn place forests in a position of beauty and repose.  He continually conveyed an image 

of imperial necessity and national defense.  Forests occupy a position as “bulwarks of the 

nation,” being needed for the “wooden walls” of the royal navy and to fuel the iron and 

smelting furnaces needed to create cannon and shot.
40

  The majority of Sylva maps out a tree-
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by-tree plan for cultivation, care, and utilization in regards to national programs.  Evelyn 

even sought the creation of what today we would term a “forestry agency,” a portion of the 

government responsible for an imperial plan of land-use, irrigation control, and tree priority.  

He opined that, “cultivating our decaying woods contribute to our power, as to our greatest 

wealth and safety.”
41

 

 Stephen Hales expanded on Evelyn‟s intense interest in trees, conducting experiments 

to determine the nature of fluid transmission from leaves to roots, mapping the capillary flow 

of water and air much as had been done with the human body a generation before.  He stated 

in Vegetable Staticks, published in 1727, that vegetables and trees participated in 

perspiration.  Yet Hales‟ perspiration released purified moisture into the air around a plant.  

For instance, Hales claimed that dew manifested the release of moisture from plants that 

cooled when mixed with the outside air.
42

  Expansive acreage of plants, particularly forests, 

swamps, and jungles, Hales maintained, possessed the ability to create their own micro-

climates. 

 Hales‟ work fed into and represented a greater stream of inquiry into climate, 

cultures, and populations in Europe during the first half of the eighteenth century.  Much 

work at this time focused on the effects of climate on culture, particularly how “temperate” 

climates created geniuses and races of men that used lower average temperatures to their 

benefit, forming societies and cultures that excelled at exploration and subjugating the other, 

less temperate races.  Concurrently, climate and biology looked into the relationship between 

climate, soil, and aridity to determine the size of the human population able to populate a 

given space, or inevitably, the Earth.
43

  Both theories demonstrate a zeitgeist in intellectual 
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trends that link climate and land-use with European exceptionalsim and population densities, 

both imperial prerogatives. 

Benjamin Franklin, commentator on all things scientific and imperial, offered 

Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind (1751) to examine population growth, 

specifically in England‟s North American colonies.  North America provided vast tracts of 

empty lands, fertile, with a temperate climate that were ready-made for European 

“husbandmen” who found themselves running out of room in the Mother country.  Franklin 

postulated that the environmental condition in North America allowed exponential growth 

within and from without: “But notwithstanding this increase, so vast is the territory in North 

America, that it will require many Ages to settle it fully.”
44

  Franklin linked this potential 

population explosion with imperial expansion, contending that each member of the new 

population would become imperial consumers and cravers of English commodities.  Franklin 

saw land and climate as tools working together to better the English dominion. 

The extrapolation of Hales‟ experiments on perspiration into climate theories began 

to cause concern, then dread, in certain portions of the empire.  Deforestation in the 

Caribbean for sugar cane cultivation, many theorized, led to “desiccation,” or a drying out of 

the land.  Perspiration and the erasure of micro-climates left denuded spaces on the island 

that became increasingly arid over several tree-less generations.  Declining yields, as Burke 

spoke of during the 1760s, led many to conclude that desiccation had expanded from a local 

issue to a region-wide concern.  Today, we recognize that deforestation causes significant 

issues with run-off, leaching, and erosion, and is not tied directly to “perspiration.” Modern 

environmental engineers prescribe soil improvement and tree cultivation to address this issue 

today.  English scientists posited many of these same ideas, but by accessing contemporary 
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theories on desiccation and micro-climates.  Beginning during the 1750s, English colonial 

administrators began pursuing a plan of imperial conservation in the Caribbean Sugar 

Islands.  Large expanses of virgin forests fell under royal protection, both to maintain a 

timber reserve for Britain‟s Navy as well as to put a stop to unheeded sugar expansion.  In 

many ways by the 1760s, population growth and an increase in cultivation appeared to be 

grinding to an ecological halt in the British Caribbean.
45

 

In 1769, Hugh Williamson, spoke before the American Philosophical Society about 

how to change the environment to improve the climate of a given area.  Read in 1770, his An 

Attempt to Account for the CHANGE of CLIMATE, which has been Observed in the Middle 

Colonies in North America, pointedly proposed that land cultivation, by creating more 

perpendicular planes for the reflection of the sun‟s rays, had decreased the temperature and 

meteorological disturbances in the mid-Atlantic colonies.  As he posited, “If the surface of 

this continent were so clear and smooth, that it would reflect so much heat as might warm the 

incumbent atmosphere, equal to a degree of heat produced by the neighboring Antlantic [sic], 

an equilibrium would be restored, and we should have no stated North-West Winds.”
46

  In 

the future, Williamson expected that “in a series of years, when the virtuous industry of 

posterity shall have cultivated the interior part of this country, we shall seldom be visited by 

frost or snows, but may enjoy such a temperature in the midst of winter, as hardly destroy the 

most tender plants.”
47

  It appeared self-evident that human‟s destiny entailed the modification 

and improvement of the environment, allowing the expansion of cash crops and the 

eradication of diseases tied to ill winds, swamp vapors, and the cold. 

Much of these scientific pronouncements appear to modern observers as laughable.  

Yet, these myriad environmental ideas epitomized a growing movement in intellectual circles 
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that tied climate and environment with imperial fortunes.  Benevolent biomes in North 

America appeared tailor-made for population growth and expansion that would inevitably fill 

the coffers of England from trade in manufactured products.  The Atlantic colonies, with 

their abundant land and long growing seasons, seemed destined to provide a home for 

thousands of yeoman farmers on finely demarcated plots of land, each free of the constraints 

of class and, through English imports, wants.  This scenario did not exist in the West Indies 

where, in fact, it appeared that wonton environmental practices crafted a dead-end system of 

exploitation.  As each commentator decried the need for “another sugar island,” another nail 

was driven in the coffin of Pitt and Burke‟s conception of export/exploitative empire.   

These environmental concepts and national policies merged to form an “Imperial 

Ecology.”
48

  A heady term, it is used to describe the intermingling of environmental and 

imperial ideas to form concrete royal policies that governed the dominion.  The crown, as it 

redefined empire and how to administer it, saw land-use and expansion as integral parts of its 

imperial dynamic.  The idea of expansion of mono-crop agriculture shifted in priority to 

make way for the growth of small or start-up farms that maximized growth in a consumer-

base.  Resources, particularly trees, but also exports like cotton and indigo, now fell under 

government purview, as all resources formed part of a new mercantilist vision of an 

interconnected Anglo-Atlantic Imperial System.  All that was needed was an undisturbed 

location to test this new imperial theory. 

The British public knew little of Florida, particularly the region on the eastern side of 

the peninsula.  The establishment of St. Augustine in 1565 represented the first Spanish toe 

hold in North America, quickly followed by the establishment of Santa Fe some twenty-five 

years later.  Spain‟s intent in founding St. Augustine concerned the need to protect its 
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treasure fleets once they left the Spanish Main.  English privateers waited on the edge of the 

Gulf Stream to capture the bullion that filled Spanish coffers.  Imprecise navigation 

equipment and training made it far easier for Spanish sailors to follow the Atlantic coast until 

they reached a latitude that would allow for a due easterly course back to Iberia.  Imperial 

Spain saw St. Augustine as a location from which to launch small fast ships that would 

provide close protection against the British until the treasure galleys could reach open 

water.
49

 

 The Spanish settlement in Florida can be categorized as resilient at best.  St. 

Augustine hung on, amidst foreign raiding and Indian warfare, until the British cession.  

Little else did.   Attempts by the Spanish to expand the frontier past the beach met frustration 

in dense pine stands, meandering streams, and stagnant swamps.  Expansion, be it either by 

military outposts or the establishment of missions among the Indians, always coupled with 

eventual retraction and retrenchment.  A series of imperial wars and Indian revolts 

throughout the first half of the eighteenth century left Spain in possession of Florida, which 

consisted of St. Augustine, Pensacola, and two small “blockhouse” style forts ostensibly over 

watching the Florida/Georgia border.  The total Spanish population for the entire peninsula 

hovered between three and four thousand, the majority in the garrison, the colonial 

administration, or the clergy.  Florida precariously existed as an imperial trip wire.
50

   

 A new enterprise in writing descriptions of the Atlantic colonies originated after 

1763, with numerous accounts appearing before the British public describing the continental 

empire in its new, contiguous form. Writers and travelers published new accounts of 

Britain‟s empire, describing Florida, although the portrayals were slim due to the lack of 

knowledge of the region and the dearth of infrastructure in the new possession that would 
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allow easy travel and writing for the imperial documenter on the move. Most authors painted 

a conflicting image of this new East Florida, established by the King‟s Proclamation of 

October 1763, with Alexander Cluny drawing a stark divide between the opinions of those, 

“who have obtained Grants of Land in Florida, and want to settle or sell them, (who) 

represent the whole country as a Canaan, „flowing with milk and honey‟” and the army that 

referred to it as a “Field of Blood.”
51

  Cluny variously used such emotive words as “barren,” 

“unhealthy,” and “desert” alongside such words as “highest perfection” and “most 

profitable.”  East Florida for Cluny represented potential, the ability of Englishmen to 

cultivate the fertile locations, survive amidst the infertile ones, and then use Florida as a pry-

bar to the commerce of the Spanish colonies in the Caribbean.  The proximity of Cuba, 

Hispaniola, and several other Iberian possessions almost guaranteed that they would 

eventually gravitate to the British imperial orbit, falling under the sway of a far superior 

hegemony.
52

    

 Robert Rogers, in his A Concise Account of North America, makes excuses for the 

low level of development of East Florida, contending that up until recently, “the country 

was…almost entirely uncultivated.”
53

  John Huddlestone wrote in the same vein, linking East 

Florida with cultivable potential that hadn‟t been exploited in the region.  “In the interior 

parts the trees are larger, the grass higher, and the cattle bigger” than by the sea, he claimed, 

with the lands by the rivers rich and having the darkest soil.  Indigo cultivation had been 

practiced by the Spanish half-heartedly, and the potential for large indigo and rice plantations 

appeared evident.
54

  These myriad descriptions varied in many ways, but all agreed that 

Florida was ripe for cultivation and English ingenuity, making the creation of a successful 

colony in East Florida a national quest. 
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 The first eye-witness account of East Florida arrived in England during late 1763, 

penned by Lieutenant Colonel James Robertson after his officially sanctioned inspection tour 

of the new British possession.  His image of Florida created a picture of a besieged Spanish 

garrison trapped in the walls of St. Augustine.  The “lower Creeks”, yet to be identified 

separately from the Creek nation and be given the name “Seminoles,” had successfully 

forced the Spanish out of the interior of the peninsula, reclaiming the land as part of their 

new hunting grounds.  The Indians expanded their hunting range as the demand for deerskins 

and other furs exploded following the cessation of hostilities after the Seven Year‟s War.  

The Spaniards had no or “very imperfect” maps of the country, but Robertson contended that 

the rivers, particularly the St. Johns, “will make the expense of removing its (East Florida‟s) 

produce small.”
55

  Major Francis Ogilvie, commander of the 9
th

 regiment that secured St. 

Augustine from the Spanish, seconded this account: “There was no trade or manufactures of 

any kind in the province, and by the constant war with the Indians and their little capacity to 

carry it on, they were hemmed in within the limits of St. Augustine.”
56

 

 As is so often the case with empires, new and old, unlikely individuals find 

themselves representing worldly politics in unforeseen and intensely personal situations.  

Two more unlikely candidates could not be found for East Florida than the royal botanist, 

John Bartram, and South Carolina middleman, Henry Laurens.  Both shaped early East 

Florida policy unintentionally, following a script based on the intellectual and cultural 

baggage they brought with them.  

John Bartram hailed from Philadelphia, a founding member of the American 

Philosophical Society, where he undoubtedly ingested much of the same intellectual flotsam 

that engendered the speaking and writings of imperialist-minded Franklin and climate-
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altering Williamson.  More importantly, Bartram occupied the position of “King‟s Botanist 

for North America,” making him responsible for the cataloging of new plant species for the 

Royal Gardens in Kew, as well as sending seeds to Oxford.  Franklin and Bartram‟s agent in 

London, Paul Collinson, lobbied for Bartram to be awarded the position, considering him to 

be a dependable scientist and of like mind on many issues.
57

  As part of his new imperial job 

description, Bartram received royal orders that dispatched him to East Florida on a botanical 

excursion, with instructions to forward seeds, specimens, and notes to the King‟s Royal 

Society in London.   

 On a personal level, these orders represented the pinnacle of Bartram‟s career.  He 

had often voiced a desire to move past the colonial frontier and find the sources of the 

continent‟s major rivers.  Rumors abounded of the wealth of plant and animal species that 

populated the Florida peninsula, with the Okefenokee Swamp representing more of a barrier 

to expansion and exploration than the remnants of Spanish empire in St. Augustine.  Beyond 

the simple pride gained by recognition and the prospects of a new adventure, Bartram saw 

the trip as a means to address some issues closer to home.  His son William, who he always 

affectionately called “Billy,” had gained a reputation as a ne‟er-do-well in the close-knit 

Quaker community where Bartram resided just outside Philadelphia.  William possessed 

more talent with his pencils and paints than with the plow and the purse.  Bartram enlisted 

William to assist him with cataloging and drawing specimens on his trip, and secretly hoped 

to attach the young man with the royal cartographic exercises soon to be taking place in East 

Florida, particularly the main survey being conducted by Gerard De Brahms.  The younger 

Bartram sold his farm and livestock and traveled south with his father in September 1765.
58
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 After stays in South Carolina and Georgia, the Bartrams crossed the St. Mary‟s River 

and entered East Florida in early October 1765.  Their path took them overland to St. 

Augustine, crossing stretches of forest and swamp that John described as “unhealthy to white 

people,” the soil as “poor” and “sandy,” and labeled the area the “pine barrens,” using the 

term given the area prior to his arrival.
59

  Arriving at St. Augustine on the 13
th

, and soon 

meeting with the governor and “several Carolina gentlemen,” their conversations 

undoubtedly turned to land grants.  Within three days, John Bartram fell ill with the, “ague 

and fever,” most likely malaria. The Bartrams confined themselves to John‟s St. Augustine 

sickbed for the next month, John writing letters and “stitching his specimens.”  Future events 

lead us to suppose that William came under the sway of the siren song of land surveyors and 

the governor‟s publicists looking for new planters.
 60

 

 By mid-November, the Bartrams, with John oscillating between sickness and health, 

set out on a botanical expedition up the St. Johns River, the water thoroughfare that the 

imperial administration saw as the new backbone of East Florida settlement.  For the first 

time in his numerous travels, John set forth in lands where no Englishmen had gone and no 

Spanish records remained.
61

  Bartram stayed true to his scientific passions, cataloging 

everything he saw, describing grasses, cypress swamps, pine forests, and eventually an 

alligator, of which his party killed and ate.  The immensity and depth of Florida‟s natural 

world seemed to swallow the group, with webs of rivers and creeks feeding into and out of 

their path.  John never wavered in his descriptions, but an overwhelming sense of awe and 

human frailty appears from between the lines of Latin genus and type.  On January 12, 1766, 

the Bartram‟s party could go no further; the reeds and water grasses combined with the 

meandering path of the river to stop their bateaux.  The men attempted to shoal forward, 
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wading in the shallows in forty-degree temperature, but to no avail.  The party turned back 

and spent the night at the hammock they slept at the night before, an omen of Hollywood-

size proportion.
62

 

Cypress swamps, winding rivers, alligators, herons, turkeys, and deer populated this 

untrammeled land.  Bartram described a complete wilderness, not the notion of an 

uncivilized opposition to the urbane or the land of a lurking Satan, but a region of immensity 

juxtaposed with the claustrophobia of the deep swamp shadows.  The party heard a bear one 

night growling on the next ridge over, and the baying of wolves punctuated their expedition 

on several instances.  The St. Johns existed as a land apart, devoid of any moral prerogative, 

but also a fantasy world for eighteenth century life scientists.  To call the land an Eden 

entailed no stretch of the imagination. 

An important research and exploratory adventure, the account of the trip on the St. 

Johns is revealing also for the passing comments Bartram made.  He deemed several rivers 

and streams suitable for mills, discussed sites already acquired by “squires” ready to settle in 

the new colony, and even discussed the construction of a canal that would link the proposed 

area for a new town with St. Augustine and forego the winding and tortuous traversal of the 

St. Johns swampland [a pet project of Governor Grant‟s].  Even as a botanist, enlivened by 

the wealth of new species before him, John still felt the inertia of the new imperial ecology.  

East Florida‟s development never left his mind, residing just behind his duty to study and 

catalog for the king.  Governor Grant‟s involvement further linked the expedition with the 

colony‟s development. 

The land brimmed with potential.  And why not: the land was empty!  Once the 

Bartrams departed the southern of two Indian trading posts on the St. Johns, they never saw a 
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soul.  This land, full of natural bounty and untapped resources, had only deserted Indian 

village sites (Bartram supposed over a century old), broken pots, small mounds of collected 

sea shells, and abandoned Spanish homesteads as its only evidence of previous human 

residence.  Nothing even indicated humans had passed through the region recently.  East 

Florida appeared lost in time, waiting for an industrious British people to realize the land‟s 

potential.
63

 

 Henry Laurens also wanted to assist with the maturation of this imperial destiny.  

Laurens made his fortune as a planter and merchant in Charleston, South Carolina, 

particularly in slaves, operating the largest slave-trading company in eighteenth century 

North America.  Thirty-nine when the Seven Year‟s War ended in 1763, Laurens 

immediately saw the advantages of East Florida as a British possession.  Writing to a friend 

on February 14, 1763, he maintained that, “the accession of Florida…will prove an excellent 

barrier to us and open a boundless field or new trade as well as prove a horrible check to the 

Spaniards and be no small degree of security for their good behavior and in short our 

circumstances were such that I in my opinion we have made an honourable peace and in the 

nick of time and I believe that people in general will say so when they cool.
64

  A month later, 

Laurens indicated to another friend that the new peace created, “an immense acquisition of 

territory and of Indian acquaintance which no doubt will be improved in the usual way for 

the benefit and advancement of commerce but hitherto we are ignorant of the measures 

intended to be pursued for subjecting and settling that vast country.”
65

 

Security and markets rested foremost in his mind, and Laurens knew best how to 

access them.  Laurens first met then-Colonel James Grant during the late 1750s, when Grant 

served as the leader of the expedition against the Cherokee that vanquished that tribe and 
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brought peace to the contentious South Carolina/Georgia borderland.  Lieutenant Colonel 

Henry Laurens of the South Carolina militia served under Grant, and the two created the 

foundation for a lasting friendship.  In June, 1763, Laurens wrote in passing to another 

veteran of the Cherokee War, “I intend soon to write to Col Grant,” possibly aware of the 

good Scotsman‟s impending appointment as governor of East Florida.
66

  By September, 

1764, Laurens replied to an earlier letter from Grant and indicated that he had begun handling 

Grant‟s business transactions in Charleston, becoming his de facto business manager.
67

  This 

opened doors that allowed Laurens access to the coterie of the Royal East Florida Society of 

London, an informal group of elite Scotsman focused on the development and colonization of 

East Florida.
68

  Laurens surveyed their lands, sold them their slaves, and gave them advice on 

plantation agriculture in the North American South.  Laurens arrived very quickly among the 

new imperial elite. 

Upon the end of his Florida sojourn, John Bartram spent time in St. Augustine 

preparing a map of the St. Johns and writing a report of his journey, both presented to 

Governor Grant in March, 1766.  Yet again the personal intertwined with the professional, 

and Bartram spent the first few weeks in March surveying a site for William‟s new indigo 

plantation, reportedly at the head of the Six Mile Creek, upstream, from Piccolata.  Bartram 

actually thought this a bad idea as William had shown little initiative or stamina in 

Pennsylvania for farming.  The semi-tropical environment of Florida forgave much less than 

the mid-Atlantic colonies.  But the voyage on the St. Johns and the boom in plantation 

speculation fired William‟s imagination.  Not even an offer to work on De Brahm‟s 

surveying team made any impact.  William was to be an East Florida planter.
69

  William 
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convinced his father, and in a story that resounds throughout culture and time, John Bartram 

looked for a means to provide for his wayward son. 

Stopping in Charleston en route to Philadelphia, Bartram knew who to see about 

acquiring goods for William -- Henry Laurens.  The two had met previously when Bartram 

had begun his journey.  Laurens had spent an inordinate amount of time and money in 

creating a garden at his estate that captured all of the latest trends in European horticulture 

and Bartram wasted no time in answering an invitation to visit.
70

  They enjoyed each other‟s 

company on several occasions before the Bartram‟s left Charleston in 1765.  A year later, 

Bartram reunited with Laurens, but now on both business and personal terms.  John 

purchased seeds, tools, and slaves, six total, for William‟s East Florida adventure.
71

 

John Bartram and Henry Laurens became central actors in the unfolding imperial 

drama of East Florida.  Driven by a desire to expand scientific knowledge, Bartram found 

himself in the midst of an immense and unmapped wilderness, creating the foundation of a 

new East Florida image.  By 1767, disagreement over his written word strained the colonial 

program in East Florida, as contending images of empire and environment seemed to 

massage some of his accounts.  Laurens helped to make Charleston the entrepót for East 

Florida, his relationships and business acumen not only making him rich, but creating the 

aura of an expert around him.
72

  He traveled several times to East Florida, surveying lands 

and advising London capitalists on their sprawling purchases.  On one of his visits in 1766, in 

order to assuage the anxiety of a worrying father for his in-over-his-head son, Laurens 

stopped at William Bartram‟s plantation on Six Mile Creek.  John Bartram had not heard 

from his son in several months.
73
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 The intertwined lives of the Bartrams and Laurens seem an unlikely avenue from 

which to access the intersection of empire and ecology in British East Florida.  Empire, as the 

traditional argument goes, is decided in the halls of government, boundaries drawn over 

maps by diplomats tipping the occasional glass of sherry or port, and destinies decided in 

martial conquests and the spilling of blood.  While these large-scale events are both 

illustrative and important, they do little to show what empire looked and felt like on the 

ground.  Conquest and colonization occur less at the point of a gun or with a scratch of a pen, 

but more readily in the unique ecological relationships that an individual or community 

engenders with the natural world where they find themselves.  For East Florida, more can be 

ascertained by studying an explorer-botanist and a slave trader-land speculator than in far 

away parliament or the crumbling walls of now-British St. Augustine, of which everyone 

agreed that the streets were far too narrow. 
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III. “These Indians have had less intercourse with Europeans than any other nation on 

the continent.”: Boundaries and the Ethnogenesis of the Seminoles in British East 
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 John Bartram‟s account of the opening of the Treaty Congress of Picolata in 1765 

remains the only eyewitness description.  John and William traveled to Picolata (18 miles 

west of St. Augustine) on 15 November, 1765, at the invitation of Governor Grant.  Upon 

their arrival, the Bartrams learned that Grant had arranged for them to sleep in a tent with the 

administrative party.  John declined, opting for a room in the old Spanish watchtower that 

presided over the St. Johns River.  The Bartrams thought that their room would be warmer 

and drier, as they still feared a recurrence of John‟s malaria prior to their ascent of the river.
1
 

As Bartram recounted, “the Governour sate on the back of the pavilian and the 

Superintendent [John Stuart] on his left hand, faceing the open end, with a table before 

them.”  The Creek headmen “assembled about 150 yards distance in the same plain in which 

the pavilian stood, right in front, to about 50 in number, marching in a column 6 in front.”  

Paying homage to the burgeoning deer skin trade, about 20 Indians “on one side too that 

caried on thair arms a number … [of]buckskins dressed.”  On the other side, “2 other chiefs, 

each carrying pipe dressed with eagle feathers, by which the interpreters marched.”  To 

conclude the formalized recognition of kinship and inclusion, “2 chiefs advanced prety fast, 

with a kind of dance, to the Governour and the Superintendent, which they stroaked with 
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thair eagle alternately all over thair face and heads with their eagle feathers surrounding thair 

pipes…one of the cheef indians held the pipe of peace by the bole while the governour and 

superintendent and chief indians smoaked.”  After the Indians completed their ceremony, 

“the superintendent opened the affair to them.”
2
 

 The Treaty of Picolata in 1765 created the dividing line between British East Florida 

and the territory of the Lower Creeks.  Governor Grant and Southern Indian Superintendent 

John Stuart sought to preempt any confrontation in East Florida between the burgeoning 

colony and the Lower Creeks.   Vivid accounts of Spanish ineptitude in the face of Indian 

expansion gave both men pause.  The creation of an Indian-Anglo boundary line emerged as 

the predominant theme of the treaty, crafting the appearance of causality from one to the 

other.  This perspective gives no justice to the ideology or personal prerogatives of the actors 

who negotiated along the riverbank during November 1765, nor does it analyze the treaty as 

existing on its own merits.  The Treaty of Picolata embodied the new imperial plan of East 

Florida.  To claim that it represented the essence of the new conception of British Empire 

also is valid, in that it sought to create an ordered colonial world in a London-approved mold.  

The treaty, and the ideologies of empire and environment behind it, personified the 

expectations that the English had about their territorial “blank slate.”  Traditional views of 

the treaty portray it as demarcating East Florida as civilized and savage, with benefits 

accruing to each side in a much hoped for balance of security and profits.  Land speculation, 

military funding, urban expansion, the slave trade, and unfounded promises of potential all 

revolved around the treaty.  

 In reality, the Proclamation never explicitly dictated the creation of a boundary line 

in Florida.  Instead, Grant and Stuart held to the same imperial ideology that formulated the 
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early proclamation and attempted to impose it on the metaphorical clean slate of East Florida.  

Conceptions of commerce and ecology, first exhibited in the Florida Cession and 

institutionalized in the Proclamation of 1763, colored the imagination of the East Florida 

administration as it prepared to meet with the Lower Creek delegation in November, 1765.  

The British failed to ascertain that East Florida never purported itself as the above mentioned 

“blank slate.”  A variety of ecotones, constructed landscapes, and shatterbelts between 

different cultures all composed East Florida.  The removal of the Spanish did little to change 

the immediate ecological reality of the newly British colony.  By focusing on Indian relations 

before and after the signing of the Treaty of Picolata, new perceptions of cultural interaction, 

land use, and British weakness become readily apparent.  Instead of formalizing Indian-

Anglo separation and trade, the Indian policy in British East Florida informally constructed a 

tribute system that reinforced the Indian notion of Anglos as lessees.  At the same time, the 

ethnogenesis of the Seminole people further created complexity in Indian relations, and 

prevented the British hegemony from forming on the peninsula.  And John Bartram, a 

botanist from Philadelphia, witnessed its inception, further placing him at the crux of the 

development of East Florida. 

The Treaty of Picolata relates to the proclamation in a non-contiguous manner.  

Neither Grant nor Stuart, the two conveners of the congress, claimed that it acted as their 

guide or rubric.  But the proclamation did change the landscape of colonial affairs in East 

Florida.  The treaty formed as an amalgam of ideas about Indians, colonists, Empire, trade, 

and land use.  Land quickly became the most critical element in East Florida‟s internal affairs 

by 1766, as an aggressive public relations campaign soon saw more grants of land being 

issued there than in any other location in the empire since the close of the Seven Years War. 
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Grant and Stuart both assumed that Indian trade existed separately from land development.  

Pursuance of a boundary line in accordance with the vague guidance as issued in the King‟s 

Proclamation of 1763 seemed to be the most direct way to create peace and promote 

commerce in the new colony. 

History rarely views the Proclamation of 1763 objectively.  One can argue that the 

Proclamation is the most important document from the colonial era.  Historians analyze it 

more for its causes and effects than for its own stand-alone merits and the ideological factors 

that its arguments exemplify.  After assessing the historiographical context of the 

proclamation, a further strategic assessment shall serve to show the document for the 

ideological creation that it is.  Historians often portray the proclamation in one of two lights: 

as either a reaction to Pontiac‟s Rebellion in 1763 or as the foundation for the American 

Revolution.  Neither perspective recognizes the independent thought and actions that went 

into creating the proclamation, nor portrays it as a product of the nascent imperial ecology 

forming in the administration.
3
 

 Pontiac‟s Rebellion shook the image of continental empire in North America.  

Extending from May through October, 1763, the rebellion saw the formation of a near pan-

Indian resistance to British imposition of control in the trans-Appalachian west.  As the 

traditional narrative describes, the British Empire, reeling from economic hardships and 

exhausted from seven years of global war, hung on until the rebellion ran its course.  Royal 

representatives followed the rebellion‟s closing by making concessions with select Indian 

chiefs in the region.  The Crown perceived the real issue behind the rebellion as the 

unmitigated westward migration of small farmers.  Uncontrollable Anglo migration served 

only to impinge upon the rights and concessions of the allied Indians. The crown 
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immediately realized it needed a remedy to the issue, and the proclamation set the 

Appalachians as a boundary for westward expansion.  By keeping the two races separate, the 

Empire could maintain peace along its new imperial frontier.  As historian Colin Calloway 

claims, “The Royal Proclamation reflected the notion that segregation not interaction should 

characterize Indian-White relations.”
4
  The British retreated from their imperial conquests 

and hoped to shield their Atlantic colonies from further bloodshed. 

 The Proclamation Line became the central historical fact from late 1763.  Our 

republican fathers found themselves awash with debt from pre-proclamation land speculation 

across the line.  They quickly created an image of the boundary line as a tyrannical injustice, 

a means to hinder the spread of British civilization and peace.
5
  The line solidified in order to 

prevent future outbreaks of intra-ethnic warfare over contending land claims and cultural 

differences.  Issues with financing the large standing army needed to police the proclamation 

line subsequently forced the Empire to explore revenue collection in the colonies through 

taxation - without representation.
6
  Several present day observers draw narrative linkages 

progressing from Pontiac‟s Rebellion in May 1763 to the issuance of the Proclamation that 

fall.
7
 

 The historical community often wrestles with the temptation to find linkages of past 

events in order to create a logical continuity.  Several factors influenced the composition of 

the Proclamation.  It is important to realize that the document is a product of its time and the 

new imperial regulation had unforeseen consequences.  The King‟s administration sent initial 

queries involving the ordering and regulation of the Empire during early 1763, prior to the 

first rumblings of Pontiac‟s Rebellion.
8
  Orders to formulate an official policy came down 

from the Secretary of State that May, more than likely as Indian warriors began to make their 
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plans to besiege several forts in the Ohio country.  The initial draft was complete and ready 

for review by June 8 yet never proposed in council until September 16, several months 

AFTER the news of Pontiac‟s Rebellion reached London.
9
  Pontiac‟s Rebellion may have 

influenced the drafting of the Proclamation, but it by no means seems to have sped up its 

issuance. 

 Showing that the document‟s genesis occurred before the advent of Pontiac‟s 

Rebellion does not completely discount the notion that Indian resistance had an impact on the 

Proclamation‟s writing.  Instead, Indian-white relations appear to have held a central position 

in the Proclamation‟s ideological foundation.  Historian George Beer contends that the 

inability of the colonies to agree on a continental Indian policy at the Albany Congress in 

1754 forced the government to extend its prerogative over Indian affairs.  The 1763 rebellion 

placed an extra emphasis on the need to create a unified policy, not merely to craft a 

reactionary maneuver to placate Indian chiefs.
10

 

 The ideological origins of the Proclamation reside in two documents: Henry Ellis‟ 

Hints Relative to the Division and Government of the Conquered and Newly Acquired 

Countries in America and John Pownall‟s Sketch of a Report concerning the Cessions in 

Africa and America at the Peace of 1763.  The creation of both works in 1763 speaks to the 

need to create a colonial policy in accordance with the new imperial ecology that London 

used to frame its concept of empire.  The Peace of 1763 became emblematic of a watershed 

moment in imperial affairs.  No longer a haphazard collection of independent colonies, the 

royal government sought the means to create an ordered and profitable continental empire 

based on security and the importation of English manufactures. 
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 Henry Ellis had once held the position of royal governor of Georgia, among a host of 

other titles.  Awaiting confirmation as the new governor of Nova Scotia, Ellis found himself 

with time on his hands and the ear of Lord Egremont, the Secretary of State.  Ellis posed 

himself as an expert on colonial affairs.  Egremont believed him.  He forwarded a memo of 

Ellis‟s that provided a rough outline for the new colonial acquisitions.  Hints Relative to the 

Division and Government of the Conquered and Newly Acquired Countries in the America, 

slim in length, comes across more as notes or ideas than as the formal policy 

recommendations.  Ellis‟s Hints sought to create an ordered model for governance in the new 

colonies.  Establishing the means to form colonial government represented a new challenge 

for the administration.  The other colonies had a myriad of governments, although all of them 

exhibited some form of popular representation.  Ellis wanted to ensure this form of popular 

legislation carried over to the new colonies.  He assumed that familiarity among the colonists 

with English institutions allowed that they “might therefore be adopted at once, without any 

material Alterations.”
11

 

 Ellis‟s most far-reaching recommendations related to the formation of “some Line for 

a Western boundary.”  “It might also be necessary to fix upon some Line for a Western 

Boundary to our ancient provinces,” he argued, “ beyond which our People should not at 

present be permitted to settle, hence as their Numbers increased, they would emigrate to 

Nova Scotia, or to the provinces on the Southern Frontier.”  Rather than concerning himself 

with Indian problems, Ellis instead claimed that priority should be given to keeping colonists 

“where they would be useful to their Mother County, instead of planting themselves in the 

Heart of America, out of the reach of Government.”  Ellis feared that the growing distance 

between colonists to mother country meant “great Difficulty of procuring European 
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commodities.”  The isolated settlers “would be compelled to commence Manufactures to the 

infinite prejudice of Britain.”
12

  Ellis pitched his tent firmly in the king‟s camp by advocating 

for imperial management of the colonies in order to maximize commodities consumption.  

Granted, as the soon-to-be governor of Nova Scotia, he ought to have identified with the 

king.  What is striking is that he barely mentioned at all the potential for Indian violence.  

The boundary line‟s intent focused on colonial containment and commerce, not 

segregation.
13

  

To John Pownall, Secretary of the Board of Trade during the genesis of the 

proclamation, fell the task of writing an initial “sketch” on the proposal to order the empire‟s 

new possessions.  While discussing at length the necessity to organize the colonies and 

provide for their government, the most enlightening portion of his report focused on 

settlement and manufactures: “As in the case…of permitting the colonies, at present at least, 

to extend their settlements beyond the heads and sources of those rivers and waters which do 

directly discharge themselves into the Atlantick Ocean or the Gulph of Mexico, would 

probably induce a necessity for such remote settlements [out of the reach of navigation] to 

ingage in the production of manufactures of those articles of necessary consumption which 

they ought, upon every principle of true policy, to take from the mother country, and would 

also give rise to a separation of interests and connections, in other points, not consistent with 

that policy…such settlements would not be made or colonizing allowed without a manifest 

breach of our general engagements with the Indians which would naturally excite in them a 

jealousy and disgust that might prove of fatal consequences.”
14

  Pownall addressed both 

imperial elements succinctly in one sentence.  The maintenance of continental security 

necessitated the recognition of Indian rights to land.  Encroaching on those lands held the 
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potential for increased Indian hostility and eventually for war.  Pownall appeared to have the 

oracle‟s gift as British forts in the Ohio Country began to be sacked. 

 By listing colonial manufacturing first and describing it the most, Pownall contends 

that the protection of the British commercial market was the proximate cause for his proposal 

of a western boundary line.  Echoing Ellis‟ concern, Pownall feared that the lack of 

infrastructure in the colonies precluded interior development.  The concern did not rest on the 

fear of the colonists‟ inability to migrate, but on a lack of manufactured commodities that 

could penetrate the western frontier.  Forced to either manufacture their own goods or look 

for alternate importation methods, the colonists would inevitably drift away from the 

imperial center.  This detachment served to shift the locus of imperial hegemony, and 

through its expansion, the Empire would fracture.  The victors of the Pamphlet War found 

their policy voice.  And with the issuance of the King‟s Proclamation on October 7, Ellis‟s 

and Pownall‟s imperial theories survived in almost complete form. 

The King‟s Proclamation of October 7, 1763, focused on three central areas: colonial 

organization and governance, land dispensation and grants, and Indian reserves and trade.  

The Proclamation began by naming the new additions to the continental empire, including 

East Florida.  It also explicitly described the mechanisms to create a colonial assembly in 

each colony, and vested power in an appointed governor until the formal seating of the 

assembly.  Next, the Proclamation focused on the ability of the Board of Trade, and through 

them the governor, to dispense land grants in the colonies.  Those that had served in the 

Seven Year‟s War, officer and soldier alike, received special attention.  Awarding of land 

grants to veterans formed a significant portion of the Proclamation.  Squatters fell under the 

purview of royal law, with removal from their lands as punishment.  Finally, pointing to a 
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history of abuses and corruption in relation to Indian land sales, the crown forbade land 

settlement in the areas not demarcated as imperial colonies across the Proclamation line.  The 

colonial governor, acting in accordance with the royal administration, now issued all Indian 

trading licenses.  Those who did not follow the regulations as stipulated in the Proclamation 

were subjected to the “displeasure” of the king.
15

 

Sentence-wise, more space in the actual proclamation fell under the guise of colonial 

organization than any segment about land grants or the Indian boundary line.  The document 

places much more emphasis on royal order throughout all three portions than dwelling on 

either an Indian rebellion or taxations, neither which it mentions.  This omission should come 

as little surprise, as the Pamphlet War of 1760-1763 and the Florida Cession plainly show 

that the heads of state reformulated their conception of empire prior to the Proclamation‟s 

writing.  In fact, the Proclamation symbolized the ascension of their ideology, with emphasis 

placed on security and internal manufactures consumption.
16

 

 The Proclamation line represented a new commercial reality.  The empire strongly 

felt the need to regulate Indian trade.  The Board of Trade prepared a plan titled “Plan for 

Future Management of Indian Affairs,” or the “Plan of 1764,” as a step towards this goal.  

Building on the Proclamation, the plan formalized Indian trading, describing the specifics of 

the policy that the Proclamation had glossed over.  At the time of the Proclamation, each 

colony conducted its own trade with the native tribes within their borders.  As the borders 

became less distinct and harder to convey to the Indians, trade increasingly became 

contentious.  The plan expanded the purview of the colonial Superintendents of the Northern 

and Southern Departments to include complete control over Indian trade.  Superintendents 

now licensed individual traders and allowed them access west of the boundary line.  The plan 
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sought complete standardization of Indian trade and formal incorporation of it into the 

Imperial system.
17

 

The board disseminated the plan shortly after its official presentation during July 

1764.  As the Superintendent of Indians for the Southern Department, John Stuart wrote to 

the Lords of Trade that December.   “The first and main step towards the right Governing of 

Indians and bringing them under some Police will be having Good men Traders in the 

different Nations subjected to good and wholesome regulations; this can hardly be effected 

while each Governor of the several Provinces can grant a License to any person to Trade 

indiscriminately to all the Indian Nations.”
18

  Stuart wanted to see the imposition of an 

imperial system of Indian commerce regulated by the superintendent and his agents.  He also 

proposed the construction of a system that benefitted the crown in two important ways.  First, 

as the “consumption of British manufactures by these nations are at their utmost extent,” 

traders could establish a single fair price throughout North America, a move that Stuart 

believed would prevent price gouging and inflation.  As it was, the Indians already knew the 

going rate for commodities among white traders in any given region.  Second, “a tariff for 

carrying on the trade appears to me to be the next best step.”  Now that a boundary line 

prevented white incursions and only authorized traders could travel past this line, formalized 

trade created the conditions upon which government could exact a duty from the exchange.
19

   

Stuart continued at length in his letter, displaying his ability to name specific trade 

zones and embarkation points.  Like many imperial commentators before him, Stuart 

visualized security along commercial lines.  Limiting white access, for Stuart, allowed for the 

consolidation, regulation, and taxation of the growing Indian trade in deer skins and British 

manufactures.  The trade became the linchpin of Stuart‟s plan for the Southern department.  
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His biographers contend that Stuart thought “imperially.”  He viewed the strengthening of the 

crown, over the local elite, as a significant portion of his job description throughout his time 

in office.
20

  Although some contemporaries claimed that Stuart‟s handling of the Southern 

Department stank of megalomania, his “Observations to the Board of Trade” offers a policy 

plan for implementation of the new British ecology.  Stuart does discuss Indian violence 

more readily than the composers of the intellectual backdrop to the Proclamation.  This fact 

should serve as no surprise.  The Cherokee War along the South Carolina/Georgia 

hinterlands had barely cooled by the time Stuart put pen to paper.  Clearly, Stuart linked 

frontier security with expanded and regulated trade.  Problems arose among the Indians when 

they perceived that they were being swindled or treated unfairly.  Limiting traders and 

guaranteeing their moral acumen, Stuart presumed, ultimately precluded the advent of further 

conflict.   

The Proclamation line does become the central colonial fact of late 1763, but not in 

the traditional sense.  Instead, one can see the Proclamation for what it was, a strategic policy 

document intended to create a uniform imperial plan amidst the reality of a hodge-podge of 

separate colonial entities.  As an imperial policy document, it quickly identified problems in 

need of addressing, and then created a fair means by which to remedy the situations.  The 

design of the Proclamation in October 1763 created many unforeseen issues concerning the 

implementation of the Proclamation‟s policies.  This observation is particularly true if one 

considers that Benjamin Franklin, perceived as the most representative Anglo-American by 

the crown, had emphasized the connections between the independent colonies and the crown 

a few short years earlier in The Interests of Great Britain Considered. 
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 The Southern Department appeared to be most in need of order and regulation.  The 

weakness of the Spanish garrison in Florida, when combined with the quick successes 

English forces scored in the Caribbean, precluded any threat from materializing in the Florida 

peninsula.  In 1761, the fractious Cherokee War came to an end, with the defeat and 

fragmentation of the Cherokees serving to stabilize the Carolina backcountry.  The 

Cherokees‟ decline also solidified Creek ascendancy in the Old Southwest, creating a 

dynamic power shift among Indian-Anglo relations.  Concurrently, many elite colonists had 

already amassed fortunes in the deerskin trade, but lack of an imperial prerogative left the 

issue of regulation to each individual colony.  Prices fluctuated madly by colony and trader.  

This fact, when combined with the rapacious want of land by North American settlers, 

guaranteed future Indian conflict. 

 The Proclamation of 1763 also established East Florida as a distinct entity from West 

Florida, bounded by the “Gulph of Mexico” and the “Apalachicola” and St. Mary‟s River.  

Like the other new colonies, instructions specified the steps with which to create a 

representative assembly and granted wide-ranging powers to the royally-appointed governor 

in the assembly‟s absence.  Extending the Proclamation Line into East Florida seemed vague, 

especially considering that no one had made a full accounting of the rivers in the colony, let 

alone the direction of their flows.  Pressure from London to create a boundary line never 

seemed to materialize, yet Governor Grant and Superintendent Stuart wasted little time in 

calling the Indian headmen into council and demarcating distinct colonial boundaries.  Many 

scholars often contend that this rush to division represented a strong desire by Grant and 

Stuart to force the Indians away from the settlements around St. Augustine and create a 
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“civilized” zone ready for Anglo-American cultivation.
21

  The reality of the events lends 

itself to another interpretation, one that swings the balance of power in another direction. 

 In 1775, James Adair wrote History of the Indians, and described the “Muskoge,” or 

Creek, Indians as “certainly the most powerful Indian nation we are acquainted with on this 

continent.”
22

  The Creeks maintained a loose confederacy of like tribal groups along the 

border of white settlement in the Southern colonies, stretching from the South Carolina 

hinterlands west to the areas in present day Alabama and Mississippi, and south to the 

Georgia fall line.  Adair noted that the heterogeneous nature of their confederacy allowed 

them to be the only nation in the Old Southwest that increased population during the 

eighteenth century.
23

  Disease, famine, and warfare had decimated the other tribes in the 

region, while the Cherokee War on the South Carolina frontier during the Seven Year‟s War 

served to remove any vestige of Cherokee hegemony from the colonial borderland.  The 

Creeks easily assumed the mantle of Indian preeminence after the war.
24

 

 Having existed in earlier times at the nexus of three European empires, the Creeks 

quickly gained proficiency in frontier diplomacy, particularly commercial negotiations.  

Adair described at length the imperial ramifications of the Creek competiveness, portraying a 

shrewd political entity that adeptly managed the vagaries of the imperial system prior to 

1763.
25

  Following the war‟s end, the Creeks forced themselves to the forefront in the 

deerskin trade, the largest commercial venture in the colonial South.  The Creeks capitalized 

on the global demand for deerskin and established a huge trade monopoly in the post-war era.  

The Proclamation‟s designs on Indian trade fortunately eased the process of exchange, 

imposing imperial regulation and guaranteeing the sanctity of Creek hunting lands.
26
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 During the chaos of the early imperial eighteenth century, the nascent Creek 

Confederacy began a campaign into Spanish Florida, expanding its hunting ground alongside 

further demands for deerskins from English merchants.  This campaign coincided with an 

intense spate of slave raiding against the Yamasee and Apalachee nations.  Both nations had 

aligned themselves with the Spanish in St. Augustine, gravitating towards the mission system 

that Spain sought to expand from its administrative centers in St. Augustine and Pensacola.  

Decimated by the Creek incursions, the Yamasee and the Apalachee either incorporated into 

the Creek village system or moved further south down the peninsula.  Some groups, 

particularly the Yamasee, rejected the remnants of the Spanish alliance system, deciding to 

either abandon the missions and Spanish trade or actively raiding Spanish settlements for 

goods, food, and revenge.
27

 

 By approximately 1730, a group of Creeks descended past the Apalachicola River 

and settled in the interior savanna of the Florida peninsula.  The trigger for this migration 

remains hidden.  Speculation surrounds the nature of the political connections between the 

Florida polity and the Lower Creeks, a division of the confederacy that British observers 

began to see as distinct from the Upper Creeks that populated the South Carolina 

backcountry.  The Lower Creeks gravitated towards Savannah as its imperial nexus with the 

British Empire.  Historians provide little consensus.  David Cockran calls the group 

Seminoles or “outlaw Creeks” by 1764.  He continues to claim that this group was outside 

the pale of Creek affairs and existed as an independent entity in the Alachua region of 

Florida.  These “outlaws” had acted separately from the Lower Creek consensus during the 

Cherokee War.
28

  Kathryn Holland Braund draws a closer connection between the Creek 

splinter in Florida and the Lower Creeks, claiming, “these nascent Seminoles were still under 
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Lower Creek jurisdiction during the eighteenth century and were considered part of that 

nation.”
29

  Paul Hoffman follows a more centrist track, calling the group “proto-Seminoles.”  

This term appeals to an image of the nature of the group as being in flux and in formation, 

not a solidly defined entity in its own right.
30

  At the same time, it does lend itself to an 

interpretation that supposes that the group is destined to become the Seminole nation.  In 

light of the controversy over the ethnogenesis of the Seminoles, this work will use both 

“proto-Seminoles” and the “Alachua Creek Splinter” to describe this group. 

 The proto-Seminoles in the Alachua clustered in about thirty structures in the vicinity 

of the present city of Palatka.  Their headman, Cowkeeper, presided over a community that 

grazed cattle, grew maize, and followed seasonal hunting patterns that at times took the 

group to Tampa Bay and the Keys.  This group, along with other clan groups settling along 

the Suwannee and Apalachicola Rivers, began to repopulate north central Florida a 

generation after the forced migration of the Hispanized Indians tied to the Spanish mission 

system.
31

  Nominally Lower Creeks, the groups, particularly Cowkeeper‟s Alachua Splinter, 

began to exhibit tendencies towards independent action in relation to the bulk of the 

confederacy. 

 While some historians and ethnographers argue about the creation and the nature of 

the proto-Seminoles, a consensus exists on the group‟s ferocity and tenacity.  Many of the 

early accounts of East Florida discussed earlier blamed Spain‟s inability to cultivate La 

Florida while under incessant Indian pressure and ambushes.
32

  Historian David Weber 

portrays St. Augustine at the time of the cession as racked by more than thirty years of 

frontier warfare, particularly raiding by the proto-Seminoles that pushed back the farming 

and mission frontier.
33

  Raids by the Alachua band on farms and ranches in the vicinity of 
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Picolata in 1759 forced the Spaniards inside the environs of St. Augustine proper and 

precluded movement west of the St. Johns River.
34

  As the Spaniards prepared to evacuate 

the colony, the governor reported that the Indians were attacking lumber parties and soldiers 

within sight of the presidio as St. Augustine.
35

 

 At some point in his travels, John Bartram spoke with one of the few remaining 

Spaniards in the colony.  One expects that this conversation may have happened while John 

rested in St. Augustine while suffering from malaria, or after his return from the St. Johns, in 

between preparing specimens and trying to convince William that he was not an indigo 

planter.    As soon as enough ships arrived, the majority of the Spaniards left the colony and 

scant evidence remains of any that chose to stay.
36

  The day-to-day account of John‟s travels 

never mention a Spaniard, per se, only appearing towards the end of his account of the trip 

under the undated heading of “Remarks.”  John claimed to have “Just now talked with a 

Spaniard concerning that affair [issues with the encroaching Creeks].”  Following this 

explanation, John further stated that the lonely Spaniard told him “that thay had planted a 

great part of the country as far as Apilatchy [the Apalachee River] and St. Marks and the 

Apilachy fields [most likely the Alachua region] and all along to the mouth of the St. Johns, 

and up that river as far as Carolina.”  However, “the creek indians quaraled with those 

indians [Yamasee and their allies] and the Spaniards was confederates to take the florida 

indians part, which the creeks resented and growed Saucy...[the creeks]drive away all 

Spaniards from all thair back settlements and confine them to thair fortifications and all their 

improvements ruined.”  John, ever the botanist, sees the evidence in the account plainly in 

the trees about St. Augustine and on the trail to Picolata.  As he states, “(t)here now grows 

large evergreen oaks and pines, and in many places orange groves and fir trees, great distance 
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from the town.”  Trapped inside St. Augustine, John supposes that the prevalence of “fish 

and oisters” in the Spaniards‟ diet owed to the loss of grazing land for cattle due to the 

incursions of the Alachua Creek splinter.
37

  

 The Bartram party found evidence of several Indian towns and Spanish settlements 

during their sojourn on the St. Johns River, yet, never saw a proto-Seminole the entire trip.  

Clearings, mounds of sea shells, and orange groves all attested to the creation of ecological 

niches along the St. Johns.  Small affairs, they exhibit trends towards agriculture among the 

earlier peninsular tribes.  Even if some of the sites testified to Spanish settlement, their small 

size contrasts markedly with the few burgeoning plantations running alongside the river 

owned by British planters.  The lack of any large clearing indicates local agricultural 

production.  These small establishments grew food for those that lived nearby, foregoing 

entry into the markets of the Atlantic World in order to maintain a balance with the 

ecological realities of the swamps and marshes that bordered their homes.
38

 

 The proto-Seminoles had altered this nascent ecological reality on the St. Johns River.  

Rumors of their presence sent many Spaniards fleeing these small homesteads to seek shelter 

in St. Augustine.  John indicated that none of the evidence for settlement he had found 

pointed towards recent occupation or cultivation.  Living on the savannas of the peninsula‟s 

interior, the proto-Seminoles developed a pastoral lifestyle dependent on cattle grazing, 

rudimentary agriculture, hunting, and goods gained through the deerskin trade.  Accounts of 

the group‟s practicing any form of agriculture are sparse, although one can assume, through 

comparison with later Seminole groups, that they might have developed small kitchen 

gardens or cultivated maize to offset foraging and trade.
39

  Grazing exhausts grass resources 

quickly, particularly in the confines of north-central Florida.  Lack of forage serves to 
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disperse game, enabling a constant cycle of expansion in order to sustain both domestic and 

wild forms of caloric intake. 

 This reality weighed on the minds of both Governor Grant and Superintendent Stuart.  

Grant often spoke of his “infant colony” and feared that Indian expansion would lead to East 

Florida‟s still birth.  Early accounts of the St. Johns navigability indicated that it was the 

most accessible and settlement-ready area in the new colony.  The dispatch of John Bartram 

on his expedition served as a means to evaluate this assessment.  Grant and Stuart agreed that 

in order best to create an environment for cultivation and navigation, the colony would need 

to include both the east and west bank.  This fact engendered new controversy.  Stuart had 

presided over a council of the lower Creeks at Augusta in 1763 that sought to demarcate an 

Indian boundary line in the Southern Department.  The discussion briefly concerned East 

Florida, but Stuart purposely engendered a sense of vagueness.  He claimed that Governor 

Grant had not arrived in the colony at that time and that resolving this matter was not the 

purview of that assembly.  All the same, Tallachea (Telletcher), the headman for the Lower 

Creek confederacy proclaimed, “The white people may settle the inside of the River St. Johns 

to Augustine.  St Johns the Spanish possessed, the English must not exceed the same bounds, 

as from thence is their [Creek] hunting grounds.”
40

   

 The Lower Creeks placed the boundary on the west bank of the St. Johns River, 

completely boxing in the new English settlement.  Expansion by the Creek Splinter in 

Alachua already had forayed to the west bank and Grant feared that the St. Johns would 

become a moat for his fortified colony.  Grant realized the need for a boundary revision and 

had envisioned an innovative plan, one that he boasted, “has never before been practiced in 

any part of America, but I believe it will answer.”
41
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 The Board of Trade ordered Stuart to Florida after the issuing of the King‟s 

Proclamation to oversee the formation of the governments of both East and West Florida.  

Stuart seems to have taken a keen interest in East Florida particularly, stopping in both St. 

Augustine and at the St. Mark‟s fort on the Apalachicola River, spending far more time in 

those places than he did in Pensacola.  The status of the boundary line in East Florida 

weighed heavily on his mind.  With Grant‟s assignment to the governorship of East Florida, 

Stuart found an ally in his plans for Indian policy.  They both hoped to resolve the lingering 

issues from the Augusta Congress in short order.  

 Grant and Stuart called the Lower Creek headmen to Picolata during the fall of 1765 

to push the boundary line west of the St. Johns River.  They feared reenacting the failures of 

the Spanish.  Both Englishmen counted on a long history in Indian diplomacy to act as their 

guide in dealing with the Creek headmen.  Grant still trod tentatively.  In describing the 

proto-Seminoles during 1766, he claimed, “these Indians have had less intercourse with 

Europeans than any of the other nations in the continent.”
42

  To Stuart and Grant fell the task 

of convincing the Lower Creek headman to amend a boundary line barley two years old.  The 

Proclamation of 1763 sought to stop such contentious actions and soothe Anglo-Indian 

relations.  Now, for the first time since the Proclamation had taken effect, the English wanted 

to take lands from the “Indian reserve” that the King‟s administration hoped would make a 

new addition to the growing manufactures market.
43

 

 At first glance, the Treaty Congress at Picolata in 1765 mirrors the stereotypical 

Anglo-American negotiations that preceded further expansion at the cost of the indigenous 

inhabitants.  After the lengthy introductory ceremony related by John Bartram, the 

negotiations followed a rote schedule of ritual recognitions and deferments.  By the second 
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day, an impasse had occurred.  Grant recalled in his account that the Lower Creeks did not 

see fit to amend the boundary line.  He admitted that the Indians needed a “large tract of 

land” but added, “it is your interest to have your brothers the English near you.  They only 

can supply you in exchange for your skins with cloths to cover you, your wives and children, 

with guns, powder, and ball for your hunting and with a number of other things which you 

cannot make for yourselves though you cannot exist without them.”  Tallachea, speaking as 

representative for the entire lower confederation, clearly recounted the establishment of the 

boundary line two years prior in Augusta.  To recant on this agreement could potentially lead 

to a shakeup in the Indian hierarchy.  Presenting presents as supplication would only ease  

the immediate loss somewhat, for as Tallachea declared, “you will consider the presents 

which are now to be given us may last for a year but will afterwards not and become of no 

value, but the land which we now give will last forever.”
44

  Grant and Stuart became visibly 

displeased with Tallachea when he demurred about maintaining accountability of Anglo 

cows and settlers that crossed the boundary line.  Several lesser chiefs voiced themselves in 

unison with Tallachea, but their Anglo and Creek seniors stayed quiet.  At the day‟s end, the 

two Englishmen called Tallachea and Captain Aleck, a mid-level chief, into a private 

meeting.  Grant and Stuart stated their demands in a much less diplomatic tone, showing 

them where they wanted the new line to go, then expressing their displeasure with Indian 

defiance by not inviting any of the chiefs to dine with them.   

 Another secret meeting evidently transpired that night, for by the morning, the Creeks 

all agreed on a new line west of the St. Johns.  Captain Aleck took the lead in that morning‟s 

negotiations, possibly revealing Grant and Stuart‟s strategy.  Sensing an age disparity in 

feelings about the treaty demands, the two Englishmen might have attempted to play king 
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maker by seeking out the younger Captain Aleck individually and pressing him to intercede.  

While a supposition, it is revealing that Captain Aleck, who spoke little the first day, 

emerged as a “great medal chief” alongside Tallachea at the Treaty Congress‟s conclusion.  

The guns of the fort and a nearby schooner fired to signal the signing of the treaty on 

November18, 1765.  The Lower Creeks headed north to engage developing issues concerning 

the boundary line in Georgia, while Grant and Stuart congratulated themselves on the success 

of their Indian diplomacy.  They recounted the affairs of the Congress in a December 9, 

1765, letter to the Board of Trade in which they conveyed the Treaty Congress as heated and 

contentious.  Through their firm resolve and by politically separating the younger headmen 

from the more senior chiefs, the two imperial officials had wrested from the Creeks the 

concession that they wanted.
45

  

 Grant saw the 1765 treaty as a resounding validation of his new Indian policy.  He 

described his strategy in a 1767 letter to the Board of Trade.  He proposed to hold annual 

congresses with the Indians, where he would distribute English manufactures to the 

attendants as gifts and ask nothing in return.  By following this policy, Grant felt that public 

gift-giving created peer pressure among the groups and ensured that each separate entity toed 

its respective lines.  Grant‟s policy showed a belief in the Empire‟s new commercial strategy 

in the Americas.  While his ultimate goal remained peace with the Indians, he saw it through 

an economics lens, rather than one of martial policy.  His plan, “is the best way of preserving 

their (Indian) friendship and is cheaper and more politick measure than going to War with 

them.”
46

   

Grant‟s Indian gift policy expanded markets.  As he stated during the 1765 congress, 

the Creeks wanted the English close so that they had ready access to the goods that the 
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English supposed that the Indians were growing dependent on.  The “most intelligent traders” 

agreed with Grant, and rightly so.  John Bartram‟s expedition up the St. Johns stopped at two 

Indian trade posts on the river, dubbed the “Upper” and the “Lower Indian Stores.”
47

  

Quickly established in accordance with the King‟s Proclamation, these stores obtained all 

necessary licenses from the Royal administration.  Stuart and Grant sought the expansion and 

cultivation of the deerskin trade in East Florida.  To this end, the Alachua Creek splinter 

needed an adequate amount of land for hunting, along with trade posts in the hinterlands 

available to trade for the deerskins.  Grant hoped to whet the appetites of the proto-

Seminole‟s and their kinsman with the annual gift allocation. 

 This plan sounded good in the letters Grant wrote to the Board of Trade.  Yet small 

fissures appear in his accounts of the Treaty Congress of 1765 and the several events after.  

Oftentimes, they appear in oddly placed sentences and phrases that speak to a greater reality 

within the English accounts.  Some notable recent additions to the historiography of Indian-

European relations have helped to reframe our understanding of the trade and power dynamic 

that existed along the frontier of European settlement.
48

  While one hesitates to jump from 

one paradigmatic construct, Indian relation in British East Florida needs re-imagining.
 
 

 The strength and proclivities of the Lower Creeks became evident several weeks 

before the opening of the Treaty Congress at Picolata.  Word arrived to Stuart and Grant in 

mid-October that the Lower Creek convoy had assembled west of Picolata.  Confirmation of 

this news came in the form of two runners, sent ahead to determine if the promised gifts had 

arrived.  Determining that they had not, the runners returned to the Lower Creek camp.  

There the headmen stayed.  Grant and Stuart sent several letters in bundles with, “rum, pipes, 

tobacco and etc., according to their desires” but could not convince them to come to Picolata.  



73 
 

This standoff lasted for more than two weeks.  On November 10
th

, Grant himself made the 

trip to the Creek camp on the rumor that the headmen were impatient with the delay in the 

arrival of their gifts from St. Augustine.  Word came that day that the schooner with the 

supplies had met favorable weather and had begun to make the journey up the St. Johns from 

St. Augustine.
49

   

The Creeks, vindicated by their waiting, arrived at the congress conceding nothing.  

Once the welcome ceremony ended, they wasted no time in declaring their recognition of the 

boundary line as agreed at in Augusta two years prior.  For two days, the Englishmen gained 

no traction on the issue.  Not until the morning of November 17
th

 did anyone concede 

anything to the English.  Captain Aleck‟s transactions remain a mystery, but it is clear that an 

individual action took place somehow that greatly eroded the Creek position.  Breathing a 

sigh of relief, Grant and Stuart “loaded them (the Creeks) with presents” and then provided 

an “assortment to some of the absent old men they recommended.”
50

  Plied with trade goods, 

the Creeks also paved the way to gain land in the Georgia backcountry.  The ascension of 

Captain Aleck to “great medal” status coincided with his recognition before Stuart as being 

the Creek‟s representative on upcoming issues in Georgia.  Although Stuart indicated that 

Picolata served as neither the time nor the place to discuss issues in Georgia, by no stretch of 

the imagination can one imagine that the Indians visualized concession on their part in East 

Florida to lead to gains in Georgia.
51

 

Another recurring theme begins to appear in several of Stuart‟s interactions in 

Florida.  At an impromptu conference at a fort on the Apalachicola River in September 1764, 

Stuart welcomed local Creek headmen in an attempt to secure the future of the garrison.  

After the typical ceremonial introduction, Chechayache, headman of the Chescatalennssa 
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village, replied, “The Spaniards are gone and you are now on the ground we lent them, we 

approve of it, and we shall hold you fast as brothers.”
52

  Tallachea, a headman geographically 

distinct from the group at the Apalachicola conference, echoed a similar conviction at 

Picolata, stating, “You have been allowed in our country and when we met you at Augusta 

you told us there would be a Governor sent to St. Augustine to settle the affairs of this 

Province.  We now see him and rejoice.” [Underlining added by the author for emphasis]  
53

 

Both quotations lend themselves to the idea that the Creeks visualized a tenancy-style 

relationship with British, something that historian Hoffman believes existed under the 

Spanish.
54

  In this light, Grant‟s policy of annual gift giving appears as rent payment towards 

leasing the west side of the St. Johns.  As long as the proper amount and concurrent 

recognition met the standards, the Indians allowed the colony to exist. 

A stark example of this conception of British settlement remains amidst the myriad 

administrative letters to and from the British fort St. Mark‟s, previously San Marcos de 

Apalachicola under Spanish rule.  Situated along the Apalachicola River, the fort protected 

the mission towns founded by the Spanish during the late seventeenth century.  The Creek 

incursions during the early eighteenth century erased these settlements, yet the fort remained.  

The Spanish worked hard to maintain the fort as a bastion of imperial prerogative in the 

midst of Creek chaos.
55

  Captain Harries, soon to assume command of the fort from the 

Spanish, wrote to General Amherst, the commander of all British forces in North America, 

immediately following a tour of the facility in December 1763.  He unequivocally wanted to 

abandon the fort.  The majority of his letter concerned Indian issues.  The Spanish had 

established a practice of annual gift giving, and Harries felt that he must be able to continue 

this policy or, “otherwise they will alarm their brethren: and Commanding officer (Spanish) 
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assured me that the country is so populous, in three or four days there may be collected four 

or five hundred Indians.”
56

 

Harries purposely dithered when it came to taking possession of the fort, and even 

after he did, his letters from St. Marks are rife with fear over the trenchant Indian population.  

In February 1764, he wrote, “there is an absolute necessity of giving the Indians presents, for 

they come hungry and ravenous, and expect to be supplied as they were by the Spaniards.”   

“Some of the Indians who lately visited me seem greatly disaffected to the English,” Harries 

added, “ and Mr. Forester an Indian trader just gone off appears greatly terrified, he said he 

was obliged to go and look after his affects at the peril of his life.”
57

  Even after Captain 

Harries‟ replacement at St. Mark‟s, every commanding officer references the need to 

continue the Indian gift trade.  By 1768 commanding officers routinely dipped into the fort‟s 

magazine to placate Creeks that arrived demanding provisions.  When General Gage, 

Amherst‟s replacement, initiated a program to raze inland forts, only Governor Grant fought 

to maintain a garrison at St. Mark‟s.  He believed that had the potential to become an Indian 

trading post.  One can picture Gage scratching his head over Grant‟s insistence to maintain 

the fort.  “I have wrote to Governor Grant concerning the disposal of St. Mark‟s at 

Appalachia [Apalachicola],” Gage wrote in a letter to the commander of troops in the 

Southern department, “for it must be abandoned, if useless…I don‟t hear of any number of 

traders going there; and at this distance, judge that it should be entirely destroyed.”
58

 

 Another issue developed shortly after the echo of Picolata‟s guns faded over the 

swamps and marshes along the St Johns River.  It became apparent that the Lower Creeks at 

Picolata had no reservation about giving land to the English along the St. Johns.  None of the 

headmen present there in November 1765 lived close to the British East Florida colony.  The 
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splinter group‟s headman, Cowkeeper, explained that he had an illness in his family, and sent 

a lesser chief instead.  Wioffke, Cowkeeper‟s representative, never spoke during Grant‟s 

account of the negotiations, and we only know his name because Grant tells him that he has a 

great medal reserved for Cowkeeper.  It seems odd that Grant, having bestowed great medal 

status on two recognized chiefs and Captain Aleck for mysterious reasons, finds it so easy to 

bestow the same on an absentee chief.  Historians have until this point seen Cowkeeper as 

subordinate to Tallachea and Captain Aleck throughout the treaty process.
59

  One can trace 

Cowkeeper‟s tardiness or absence from Lower Creek negotiations and discern a visible trend.  

In peninsular politics throughout the 1760s and „70s, Cowkeeper began to speak for himself. 

 Cowkeeper came to St. Augustine in December 1765 and had a personal meeting with 

Governor Grant.  Grant took notice of the seriousness and sobriety of the proto-Seminole 

headman, claiming that, “Till business was settled, he kept perfectly sober.”  Marveling at his 

intelligence, Grant formally awarded him great medal status.  As Grant saw it, “this Indian 

has a great influence over his people.”  “His friendship is of consequence,” Grant continued, 

“and his help may be wanted in case his young men should play tricks on the inhabitants – 

which at times must be expected from such near neighbors who have no coercive powers to 

keep them in order.”  Having been absent from Picolata the month before, Cowkeeper told 

Grant “that he had no objections to the limits that had been fixed and expressed great 

satisfaction at having a line drawn as that would prevent disputes.”  At the departure of 

Cowkeeper‟s clan, Grant ensured not only that he had received a fair share of presents in 

accordance with his great medal status, but that he left with “as much provisions as he could 

carry home for his family.”
60

  Grant appears confident in his letter to the Board of Trade 

recounting the event that he had purchased the acquiescence of his closest potential threat.  
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As later appearances show, he had instead created a contractual obligation for peace, one that 

needed aggrandizement and gifts to continue. 

 A group of young Creek males waylaid the crew of a shipwrecked French ship on the 

Gulf Coast during early 1767, killing several sailors and plundering their goods.  Grant used 

this event as reason to convene another treaty congress at Picolata that same year.  The 1765 

Treaty had aged well with no gross infractions having taken place.  Grant wanted to address 

small problems and speak towards regulating Indian affairs in the area, as well as further 

implementing his annual gift policy in a manner where no significant concession were to tied 

with the provisions.  He enlisted the aid of Indian traders in the area to send invitations to the 

Lower Creek headmen, appealing them to meet at a new congress in Picolata.  At the same 

time, he addressed a special invitation to Cowkeeper, insisting, “I expect to see you all with 

the other Headmen of the Nation at the Congress of Picolata and I shall take it kind if the 

Cowkeeper and a few more will come immediately and smoke with me in the Great King‟s 

House in this town (St. Augustine).”
61

 

 Cowkeeper never replied.  He sent a second to the 1767 Picolata Congress.  Nothing 

of any significance resolved itself at the Congress, although the Lower Creeks made 

promises to find the killers of a white man recently killed along the St. Mary‟s River.  The 

killing had created an initial tension at the conference, which Grant quickly eased once the 

headmen communicated assurances that they would find the murders.
62

  Cowkeeper might 

have realized that the murders were well outside his polity‟s control and sought to distance 

himself from the crime.  One cannot be completely sure.  His practice of not meeting with the 

other Lower Creek headmen, though, continued until the revolution, including his late arrival 
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at Governor Tonyn‟s inauguration in 1774 that forced a personal meeting with the new 

governor and recognition of his superiority in the area.
63

 

 Cowkeeper‟s relationship with the administration of British East Florida developed in 

a non-political manner, as well.  Denys Rolle, one of the first planters on the St. Johns, gave 

account of a “saloon” established by one of Cowkeeper‟s kinsman in the vicinity of the 

Upper Trading Post.  It is unknown if this establishment acted as a front for English traders 

who could not formally trade in rum, but it was well known that it had connections and 

oversight by Cowkeeper.
64

  Rolle also gave an account of the regular occurrence of drunken 

Indians parading through his land, often passing out somewhere close to the residence.  He 

attested to his Christian nature by taking them to an annex building and letting them sleep off 

their intoxication.
65

 

 Much as at St. Mark‟s, St. Augustine seemed to be a regular destination for the proto-

Seminoles.  As Grant admitted in 1768, “The Indians come often into this town and in large 

bodys, fifty at a time.  They are expensive guests but this sort of intercourse makes people 

easy in their minds as it is the strongest and best proof we have of their good intentions to 

their new neighbors for they are never troublesome with their visits when any mischief is 

going on.”
66

  This statement massaged the truth somewhat.  A year earlier he related that a 

group of drunken proto-Seminoles stole nine horses and took them deep into the Alachua.  

Grant wasted no time in calling out a posse led by the colony‟s senior engineer, Mr. 

Moncrief.  Once they found the horse thieves, Moncrief allowed them to leave upon the 

return of the horses, although claiming that white men would have hanged from the closest 

tree.  Grant made little of the altercation but used it as evidence for the need of a “troop of 

rangers” in the colony.  He envisioned these rangers answering to him and existing outside 
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the purview of the garrison.  This request came at the close of the same letter where he 

described his new and original plan of annual Indian gift allocations, his answer to peaceful 

Indian relations.
67

 

 No one ever formally charted the boundary line as described at the Treaty Congress in 

1765.  De Brahms, in his Report of the General Survey of the Southern District of North 

America, drew the boundary at stark right angles.  He did not possess any further information 

about the inland areas beyond his brief reading of Bartram‟s account of the St. Johns and 

some discussions with the few remaining planters in the area. His line incorporated more 

than 679,000 acres past the boundary line, but no one ever seems to have contested it.  East 

Florida never stretched at its seams.
68

 

 Superintendent Stuart and Governor Grant saw the Treaty Congress of Picolata in 

1765 and 1767 as the embodiment of the policy formulation behind the King‟s Proclamation 

of 1763.  A boundary line between English colony and Indian hunting ground visualized the 

stark new imperial realities of 1763.  Expansion and mono-crop cultivation no longer held 

the pre-eminent place in mercantilist ideology that it once did.  Instead, the boundary line and 

the regulation of the Indian trade met the parallel demands of commerce and security that 

George III‟s administration laid as the foundation of their continental empire.  East Florida 

enjoyed peace with their Indian neighbors during its short existence, but not necessarily for 

imperial reasons.  A policy of annual gift giving took on the role of a tenant fee in the 

imperial relationship between the English and the Lower Creeks and the Lower Seminoles.  

In fact, attempts to engender peace through congresses and gift-giving empowered separate 

Indian chiefs and led them brazenly to demand goods without payment from their English 

tenants.  Most notably, by the time of England‟s exit from East Florida in 1784, they had 
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begun to call the Alachua Creek splinter Cimara, a bastardizaton of the Spanish Cimarron, 

meaning wild.  Cowkeeper‟s people had become a distinct, independent entity separate from 

the remainder of the Creek nation. 
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IV. “The most indifferent land”: Land Policy, the Environment, and the Formation of a 

Plantation Economy in East Florida 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry Laurens twice visited William Bartram’s plantation during the summer of 

1766.  John, “Billy’s” father, had appealed to Henry to see to him on his next trip to East 

Florida.  Gauging the relationship between the South Carolina plantation owner/slave trader 

and the Quaker botanist fully escapes the modern historian.  Earlier letters reveal not only the 

fiscal indebtedness of John to Henry, but also the respect that John afforded him as a planter, 

arborist, and Southern gentleman.
1
  John strolled through the gardens on the Laurens Estate 

prior to his 1765 voyage to East Florida, marveling at the contemporary nuances incorporated 

directly from England.  Reading between the lines of his diary, one senses that John could 

hardly fathom such thought and design in the parochial South.
2
  After wayward William’s 

decision to enter the rolls of East Florida’s planter class, John sought out Henry, ordering 

supplies, sundries, and slaves for William’s new home amidst the swamps and marshes on 

the St. Johns River. 

 Henry began his letter to John, dated August 9, 1766, by attesting to the botanist’s 

knowledge of the country.  John surely related his trip up the St. Johns to Henry, perhaps 

advising him on the best location for new plantations.  Henry had written to Governor James 

Grant in mid-September 1764 indicating that he considered taking up a land grant in the new 

colony.
3
  John’s account of his expedition may have provided the further impetus to begin his 
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own plantation on the river.  He traveled to East Florida in 1766 to assess several warrants of 

survey for English and American proprietors on the St. Johns River.  If Henry found a tract 

of land available for his own cultivation, all the better.   

 Once pleasantries ended, Henry penned the most difficult portion of the letter.  “His 

[William’s] situation on the river is the least agreeable of all the places that I have seen,” he 

insisted, adding that the stagnant water in the marshes about William’s house (he called it a 

“hovel”), “must make the place always unhealthy, as well as troublesome to come at, by 

water carriage, especially in the dry season.”  William had “the fever” (most likely malaria), 

and a small house garden planted “in the sand on the swamp edge” showed no improvement 

in the three weeks between Henry’s two visits.  Upon returning to Charleston, Henry 

forwarded supplies to William, mainly foodstuffs for subsistence.  Most regrettably, William 

had planted no rice that summer, even though nearby marshland looked able to support a 

meager crop.  Cultivating a crop required “more strength to put them in tolerable order, than 

Mr. Bartram is at present possessed of, to make any progress above daily bread, and that of a 

coarse kind, too.”
4
 

 Perhaps most vexing to Henry, William feared his slaves.  William had confided that 

his slave most able to wield an axe “had been exceedingly insolent,” only clearing about an 

acre of land needed for rice or indigo cultivation in the last several months.  Henry quickly 

changed the subject in his retelling to John, making little comment upon William’s lack of 

ability in controlling his slaves.  A taboo in Southern slave culture, inability to control a slave 

population invited slave resistance and revolt.  On William’s plantation, nine miles from his 

closest neighbor and some thirty miles from St. Augustine, William would decompose 
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among the saw palmettos and pines before anyone could imagine that his slaves had killed 

him.
5
 

 William’s failure on the St. Johns River reflected the quandary of imperial ecology in 

East Florida.  Many hopeful plantation owners, full of stories of Spanish ineptitude and the 

bounty of East Florida’s land, found only hard times on the St. Johns.  The confluence of 

institutional ignorance and ecological reality metaphorically muddied the waters of the river, 

leaving planters investing ever-larger amounts of capital and scrambling to adapt.  Changes 

in crop production, labor, and development all followed the initial boom in settlement.   

Those able to weather the storm financially clung to their land grants.  At the same time, 

settling in the new colony entailed significant economic burdens, particularly in costs 

associated with labor and clearing the land.  In fact, these fiscal trials precluded many 

potential plantation owners from fully developing their possessions.   Cleared land became 

scarce and expensive in East Florida, and the swamps and marshes seemed to drown all 

dreams of New World prosperity. 

 Historians in the last decade have forwarded new interpretations of the East Florida 

plantation complex in an attempt to reverse the failure narrative.  Daniel Schafer’s 

examination of Richard Oswald and Governor James Grant’s indigo plantation demonstrates 

that economic and agricultural success did occasionally exist in East Florida.  The Oswald 

plantation excavated more than three thousand acres from the Florida swamp and routinely 

turned a profit in the years before the American Revolution.
6
  Andrew Turnbull’s New 

Smyrna indigo plantation also turned a profit while using indentured white labor.  Turnbull’s 

indigo ranked among the best in the English world, and he exported more than eleven 

thousand pounds of the product in 1771, the year of the plantation’s first harvest.
7
  While 
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Turnbull’s luck did not run as long as Oswald and Grant’s, one must recognize the existence 

of profitable plantations in East Florida.  These strong investments shone like bright beacons 

in the dark swamps and on the banks of the slow flowing rivers.  Those that invested heavily 

at first and muddled through early losses could make money as long as they possessed 

expansive tracts of land and the potential for future combinations.  In the process, these 

plantation owners remade the imperial vision of the colony, foregoing earlier conceptions of 

a land filled with medium-sized independent yeomen for a plantation society composed of 

overseers and African slaves. 

The King’s Proclamation of 1763 addressed land grants in the new colonies at length.  

The ability to adjudicate land grants fell to the royal governors and their assemblies.  The 

crown assumed that the governors, as political appointees, understood and approved of the 

administration’s plans.  Specifically, the Proclamation bestowed upon veterans of the Seven 

Year’s War parcels of land in accordance with their rank.  The largest awards, those available 

to senior officers, granted five thousand acres.  Privates also received consideration, with 

tracts of fifty acres assessed as equivalent to their role in the war and society.  This portion of 

the Proclamation served two purposes.  First, it provided the means to draw down the very 

expensive army in a cash-less manner.  Parliament sought a means with which to address the 

credit imbalance in the Treasury, and realized that the large army hold-over from the late war 

needed trimming.  Land represented a cheap and ample commodity that the administration 

hoped would reduce the money spent on demobilization and pensions.
 8
   

Secondly, the crown believed that liberal allotments of land could relieve the building 

demographic pressure against the Indian boundary line that traced the Appalachians.  By 

pushing settlement programs to the South and north along the Atlantic Seaboard, the 
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administration hoped to forestall any concerted efforts towards westward expansion.  The 

Proclamation’s early conceptualization focused on imperial overreach.  Lack of a sufficient 

infrastructure to tie North American expansion with increased access to British manufactured 

goods, some worried, would lead to the separation of the frontier from the mother country.  

The setting of security and commerce as the foundation of Britain’s imperial vision, when 

paired with the reality of “open” land stretching far to the west of the current line of 

settlement, necessitated a safety valve to advance the prospect of new settlement and future 

development.
9
  In 1763, the crown saw Quebec, West Florida, and particularly East Florida 

as this safety valve. 

East Florida represented the best of these new colonies for a number of reasons.  As 

numerous colonial commentators mentioned immediately following the Florida cession, 

Spain had done little to improve the peninsula during its almost two and half centuries of 

possession.  English settlers entered a wilderness with scant evidence of prior Spanish 

settlement.  The relics of previous Spanish cultivation, as John Bartram had found, receded 

into the swamps and forests, little more than touchstones to a different era.  At the same time, 

the almost complete evacuation of the Spanish population by 1764 opened the land fully for 

development.  Unlike West Florida and Quebec, East Florida had no vestiges of a colonial 

population to create socio-cultural conflicts over traditions of governance and religion.  More 

importantly, no one had prior rights to any lands, leaving the bulk of the colony wide open 

for cultivation.
10

 

In October 1764, the governor of East Florida, John Grant, issued a proclamation in 

broadside form concerning the potential acquisition of land in East Florida.  Printed in both 

the South Carolina and Georgia Gazettes, Grant’s announcement sought to elucidate the 
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current terms of land settlement in the colony.  Each head-of-household received one 

hundred acres of land, with fifty further acres granted for each member of his family at the 

time of the land grant’s issuance.  If the master or mistress of the house desired to expand his 

or her acreage, they had the opportunity to “upon showing a probability of cultivation” in the 

lands they already possessed.  These new lands also leased at the bargain rate of five shillings 

“quit-rent” per every fifty acres, up to one thousand acres.
11

  Grant’s proclamation espoused 

the small consumer mentality of the Peace of Paris and the Proclamation of 1763.  If one 

follows the exact terms of Grant’s proclamation, most land grants in East Florida would 

never exceed two thousand acres, still a good-sized tract.  Limiting farm size allowed for 

expanding colonization and increasing the number of settlers/consumers.  Accepting one’s 

land contracted settlers to improve the land by cultivating three acres of each fifty brought 

under cultivation within the first two years of the confirmation of the grant.  By tying 

grantees to the soil, the administration hoped to limit runaway land speculation, the bane of 

other colonies.   

The colonial blueprint described by Grant’s October 1764 proclamation imagined an 

industrious East Florida composed of a patchwork of medium-sized farms full of families in 

need of British manufactured goods.  Grant did not mention instructions released almost a 

year earlier by the Board of Trade for the settlement of “townships’ in East Florida.  

Beginning in November 1763, petitioners to the Board of Trade, if found able, received 

permission to survey up to twenty thousand acres in East Florida for the establishment of 

town sites.  By issuing warrant of survey, the Board allowed petitioners to sanction a third 

party to travel to East Florida and demarcate a contiguous tract of land commensurate with 

the awarded acreage.  Once the petitioners’ representative completed the survey, they 
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reported to the governor who adjudicated the final results of a townships’ granting.  

Awarding of a town site revolved on the petitioners’ ability to bring “white protestant 

inhabitants” to East Florida.  For each one that a petitioner could potentially provide, he 

would receive one hundred acres.  The total amount of the grant was based on potential.  A 

petitioner had three years to settle a third of the grant and a decade to completely cultivate its 

entirety.  All uncultivated areas reverted to royal administration if the petitioner failed to 

meet these specific benchmarks.
12

 

The crown intended its “township” policy to empower individuals to handle the 

mundane and expensive job of colonial settlement.  The crown did not see itself responsible 

for the full settlement of East Florida.  Instead, as the owners of the land, it attempted to 

ensure the “correct” form of settlement in accordance with imperial prerogative, particularly 

through the creation of middling farm communities.  We may never know the full design 

behind the Board of Trade’s township policy.  As published in the London Gazette, East 

Florida “shall be surveyed and laid out in townships, not exceeding twenty thousand acres 

each, for the convenience and accommodation of settlers….”
13

  Petitioners financed the 

entire settlement and paid quit-rent at the same rate as settlers under Grant’s proclamation of 

a year later.   

The Bartrams’ expedition up the St. Johns River during the fall of 1765 helped 

inaugurate what historian Charles Mowalt has called “East Florida’s first public relations 

campaign.”
14

  Neither the advertisement in the London Gazette nor Grant’s proclamation led 

to a significant surge in colonization.  By late 1765, the Marquis of Rockingham (the Lord of 

the Treasury) commissioned Dr. William Stork -- a German physician with royal connections 

-- to travel to East Florida and draft a description of the commercial value of the land.  
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Published in 1766, Stork’s first edition of An Account of East Florida caused an immediate 

stir among many in London.  As Stork reported, “I can assure your Lordship (Rockingham), 

that my pursuit was made agreeable by the satisfactory evidences found, both of the 

goodness of the soil, and the healthiness of the climate.”
15

  He continued, equating the value 

of East Florida to the West Indies and claiming that the peninsula’s relative closeness to the 

sun, in comparison to New England, allowed for the cultivation of “more valuable articles of 

trade.”
16

 

This idea, that East Florida presented the best new colonial acquisition in terms of 

entrance into the imperial economy, contrasted with previous proposals.  Rather than adding 

to the idea that the future of East Florida revolved around the promulgation of medium-sized 

farms of consumers, Stork instead fills his section titled “Of Cultivation” with polemics 

about the potential for staple crop cultivation.  “From the climate of Florida,” he maintained, 

“and the great variety of tropical, as well as northern production, that are natives of this 

country, there is reason to expect, that cotton, rice, and indigo, not to mention sugar, will 

grow here as well as in any part of the globe.”  East Florida provided the optimal “soil and 

climate” for rice production, for which “no grain in the world yields so much profit to a 

planter.”  He proposed that cotton would someday become the “staple commodity in 

Florida.” 
17

  

Most interestingly, Stork proclaimed that “there is no doubt but sugar will soon be 

planted in Florida.”  Where once imperial commentators on both sides of the Atlantic freely 

admitted that the Empire had enough sugar islands, Stork instead saw an expansive peninsula 

that possessed all the means for inexpensive sugar production.  Sugar cultivation in the West 

Indies had grown overly expensive in the last several decades.  Profits declined mainly due to 
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the need for importing timber to fire sugar extraction.  Deforestation on the sugar islands, 

when combined with imperial conservation practices to manage the remaining forested lands, 

created a substantial and lucrative trade in North American lumber to the Caribbean basin.
18

  

At the same time, soil exhaustion pushed sugar plantations farther and farther inland, 

increasing transportation fees.  East Florida, Stork contended, erased all of these 

impediments to profit growth.  Trees grew throughout the peninsula, providing a ready 

reserve for the sugar ovens that no longer needed to rely on imports from New England.  The 

shape of the peninsula, along with the numerous rivers and marshes that slowly flowed to the 

sea brought plantations much closer to imperial markets.  Even if the coastal depths forced 

tidewater planters to ship to St. Augustine before they engaged the global economy, this still 

represented a far cheaper alternative to hoofed transportation across a populated island.
19

   

Stork called the future East Floridians “planters,” not “farmers” or “consumers.”  His 

account’s “Sugar” subsection never entertains the notion that sugar cultivation would take 

place on one-thousand-acre farms through the work of an extended family.  Sugar cultivation 

in East Florida entailed “labor,” “overseers,” and “white servants.”  The healthy climate in 

East Florida drove down the cost of labor, the West Indies chief capital detractor.  “Overseers 

and servants will be had at a reasonable price,” Stork wrote, “but horses, cows, and oxen may 

be purchased at less than one-fifth of the prices they bear in the West Indies.”
20

  Stork 

envisioned the creation of a staple manufacturing system in East Florida in which the 

plantation embodied a self-regulating world that produced for the imperial economy.  

Hearkening to pre-1763 conceptions of mercantilist exchange, Stork never mentioned the 

role of trading in manufactured goods. Instead, he wrote about profits, not about purchases. 
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The notion of East Florida as a resource extraction colony prevailed, Stork intimated, 

because the environment lent itself to such a vision.  Good climate and regular sea breezes 

removed any vestiges of unhealthy air from the coast.  The soil varied throughout the 

peninsula, but the interior of the colony saw bigger trees, taller grasses, and fatter cows, 

attesting to the region’s vitality.  “Florida differs materially from the rest of America,” Stork 

opined, “[in that] the trees in Florida are a distance from one another, and being clear of 

under wood, this country has more the appearance of an open grove than a forest.”
21

  

Swamps, which he defined for an English public not savvy to these American environmental 

entities, need only to be drained to gain access to the rich soil underneath.  Stork even tied 

the hearty number of deer in both East and West Florida to the imperial economy, noting that 

the deer skins composed the “only article of exportation” at the time.  Stork stated that the 

buffalo roamed into the colony, a further example of the land’s commercial and natural 

viability.  No other accounts of East Florida make any reference to buffalo on the 

peninsula.
22

 

One is tempted to classify Stork’s work as commercial propaganda.  To an extent, it 

was.  But the nature of the propaganda is striking.  Rather than building his discourse on the 

well-trodden idea of the expansion of the consumer-farmer portion of society, he instead 

sought to incorporate East Florida into a sprawling national image of staple commodities and 

increased trade within the region.  “The importance of East Florida, in a national view,” 

Stork argued, depended on two issues.  First, and most important, “its fertility, in producing 

such articles of commerce, as are particularly wanted by Great Britain.”  Second, the 

geographic position of Florida allowed it to eventually “carry on a beneficial commerce with 

the Spanish settlements in times of peace; and cut off their trade in time of war.”
23

  Stork 
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makes no mention of importation.  He expected big things from East Florida, and there is 

little room for medium sized farmers.  East Florida’s future involved capital, labor, and 

cultivation. 

The verbiage of both the official warrant of survey and the November 1763 Gazette 

article lend themselves to an interpretation in line with Grant’s initial proclamation, not 

Stork’s vision of plantations.  “Township” settlement harkens back to the settlement of New 

England and a rejection of the large and spread-out plantation model propagated in the 

Southern colonies and the West Indies.  To read the plan, it seems that Grant and the Board 

of Trade intended medium-sized farmers to produce staple crops (rice, indigo, sugar, etc.) for 

a global market.  Forming a colonial nexus in the wilderness, towns served as entrepóts for 

goods into and out of the given region as well as administrative centers that served to ease 

the formation of local government.  In theory, the township model meshed nicely with the 

family consumer model of the royal administration.  Yet, in execution, a different model of 

settlement and labor took hold, one influenced by Stork’s treatise.  Petitioners required to 

finance fully their settlement scheme allowed little room for the vagaries of individual 

yeoman farmers.  Instead, “townships” became plantations, and the “white protestant 

inhabitants” became indentured servants, toiling on a petitioner’s land with only the prospect 

of potential freedom within four to six years of their entry into East Florida providing them 

comfort. 

Stork claimed that only two people in England knew East Florida as he did.  One was 

Lieutenant Colonel James Robertson, whose commission to travel the entirety of the Atlantic 

colonies in 1763 gave him a bird’s-eye view of colonial policy and settlement.
24

  The other 

was Denys Rolle, a gentleman of a puritanical bent “who has already made a considerable 
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settlement upon the St. Juan’s [Johns] River.”
25

  Rolle petitioned the Board of Trade early for 

a township warrant, and they awarded him twenty thousand acres during the spring of 1764.  

Stork mentioned Rolle’s settlement on the St. Johns numerous times throughout his account, 

proffering it as a fine example of his vision for the colony.  The third edition of Stork’s An 

Account of East Florida included a letter from Rolle that described the nature of his 

settlement and profits.
26

   

The case of Denys Rolle keenly illustrates the nature of white servitude in East 

Florida.  In London on June 10, 1764, Rolle “embarqued with fourteen people…with some 

imputation of kidnapping people for his settlement.”
27

  The only comment that Rolle made 

concerning these “kidnappings” appeared in 1767.  “Though many cases have appeared,” he 

charged, “and many more probably not known of such losses, yet it did not appear of such 

importance to his lordship [the first Lord of Trade, responsible for final granting of land], or 

the provision [law against kidnapping], mentioned by him against it, seemed improper.”  Yet, 

Rolle followed this admittance of illegality with a lengthy condemnation of the safety of 

those under his “care” -- white servants -- during the cross-Atlantic voyage.  Shady sea 

captains provided inadequate water and foods for Rolle’s charges.  Rolle clearly appeared 

concerned about the welfare of his bonds people.
28

  “Kidnapping,” in Rolle’s context, 

involved the removal from poverty of people trapped in London’s growing pre-industrial 

slums.  Rolle ensured the Privy Council that he took all necessary steps “of preventing 

misfortunes that might arise to families thereby, in the privation of their children, by some 

enquiries and bonds given to custom-house officers, at the different posts by masters of ships 

carrying passengers.”
29
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John Bartram stopped at “Rollestown” in January 1766, during his St. Johns journey.  

Bartram’s account comes across as an uninspired two-paragraph retelling of his visit.
30

  

Nevertheless, Bartram and Rolle met again later in London, this time in print.  Bartram’s 

record of his trip up the St. Johns appeared in the second edition of Stork’s An Account of 

East Florida.  The next edition witnessed the publication of Rolle’s piece next to a reprinting 

of part of Bartram’s journal.
31

  Published in 1767, Stork serialized his last edition of the 

Account in works like the Gentleman’s Magazine, a publication that circulated among the 

London and Edinburgh elites.  The inclusion of Bartram’s comments added a sense of 

scientific legitimacy to Stork and Rolle’s obvious bombast.  While Bartram went further in 

portraying East Florida as a wilderness that had enveloped Indian and Spanish settlements 

and halted his journey in the cold marshes of the sluggish St. Johns, his account did discuss 

creeks able to sustain large grist mills and potential canal-building plans that emphasized the 

potential for development in the colony.
32

 

A reading of Bartram’s diary of his Florida expedition, including the portions before 

and after the St. Johns journey, revealed a definite narrative disjointedness.  Some question 

the legitimacy of the portion that appears in Stork’s second edition.  Bartram intended his 

narrative for the King and the Royal Society of London, with all administrative dealings in 

London handled by Peter Collinson, Bartram’s “agent,” and life-long friend.  Collinson, 

possessing a copy of the full journal, which he complained to Bartram that he needed 

“spectacles” to read.  As he further noted in early February 1767, “I drew up in perusing thy 

Journal which I could not borrow before the 4
th

 of January for few will buy so dear a book 

[Stork’s second edition] but as my friend John did not think mee worthy of the original I 

found no obligation to purchase an original.”  Obviously hurt, Collinson continued, “If thou 
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hadst intended to lett Stork puff off his Book with thy Journal to publish the same as King 

Botanist to the World which by the way is a Title thou assumes without the Kings leave or 

license…I should have expect to have heard thee saye I know my Friend Peter would like to 

peruse the Journal but my eyes are bad and I can’t undertake it….”  Peter ended the letter 

with a curt “P Collinson’ and not the normal “sincere friend in perfect health” or “Now dear 

John farewell.”
33

 

Tentative letters from Collinson continued until July 1767, when he wrote, “I can take 

a squib from John Bartram without the least resentment, friends may be allowed to rally one 

another when it is done in anger or sharp resentment which I never intended, however my 

words may be taken.”  A lost letter from Bartram must have arrived and given him reason to 

accede “if I can be thought too quick, my Dear John, thou wast too slow and we will let the 

matter go.”
34

  One can only imagine what John wrote to his jilted friend.  It may be that the 

publication of the journal in Stork’s volume surprised Bartram.  His 1982 biographers, 

Edmund and Dorothy Smith Berkeley, contend that the portion of the journal in Stork’s 

second edition represented an account of the St. Johns expedition given to Governor Grant 

before Bartram left St. Augustine.
35

  Bartram admitted in his journal that he spent several 

weeks composing the repast for Grant.
36

  The story-like narrative format and departure from 

scientific observation that the Stork-published excerpt contained leads one to question its 

editorial accuracy.  No surviving Bartram letter or essay denies authorship of the piece or 

argues against its editorial veracity.  Modern hindsight of the Stork-published segment of the 

journal demonstrates that it benefitted the promulgation of plantation settlement in East 

Florida. 
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The publication of Dr. Stork’s second edition in 1766 helped to form an amorphous 

gentleman’s group, the East Florida Society of London.  Committed to land speculation and 

development in the new colony, the group counted among its ranks many members of the 

Scottish social elite and windfall millionaires who lined their pockets with money collected 

from Seven Year’s War military contracts.  Denizens of upscale London taverns pored over 

Stork, Bartram, and Rolle’s accounts and devised new methods to create “combinations” of 

like-minded individuals to assist with colonial settlement.  The Society possessed imperial 

connections and ready capital, both needed to finance passage of potential colonists and 

improvement of future plantation plots.
37

  Beginning in June 1766, the crown increased the 

pace of warrant issuance exponentially, with 10,000- and 20,000-acre tracts making up the 

majority of the allocations.  In June alone, the Board of Trade awarded 224,000 acres to only 

thirteen petitioners.  The Board issued another 170,000 acres six months later, this time to 

only ten petitioners.
38

   

The machinations of the East Florida Society paid dividends by 1768.  During the 

next 24 months, 661,549 acres passed to 191 petitioners, each warrant averaging over 3,460 

acres.  Tellingly, the Board of Trade issued 50 grants for a total of 617,000 acres during this 

time period, averaging more than 12,340 acres for London’s claimants, most of them 

members of the East Florida Society.  Petitioners in England decisively showed their 

predilection for large tracts of land, wagering their capital on plans for large cultivation 

programs and plantation settlement.  From 1763 to 1775, a total of almost 2.9 million acres 

passed into 227 private hands, averaging more than 12,700 acres per grant.
39

  The 12,000-

acre plantations of 1767 onwards contrasted sharply with the 2,000-acre veteran and family 

plots advertised by the King and Governor Grant in their proclamations from 1763 and 1764. 
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  As one petitioner stated, “Doctor Stork’s Pamphlet has sett us all Florida Mad.”
40

  

Having capital and connections provided half the solution to East Florida settlement.  The 

granting of a warrant of survey required a representative of the petitioner to travel to East 

Florida and demarcate a contiguous acreage allotment and report it to the East Florida 

governing council.  Here, geography played a crucial role.  Several contemporary observers 

recounted the issues inherent with the sand bar at the seaward entrance to St. Augustine.
41

  

Breakers at times complicated the approach to the bar, hiding the deeper troughs through the 

channel.  Those troughs allowed the entrance only of ships drawing approximately eight feet, 

precluding the admittance of larger cross-Atlantic shipping.  St. Augustine found itself 

pushed to the margins of imperial commerce, initially dependent on trans-shipment in other 

colonial ports.  While most supposed that founding a new port would occur in the future, East 

Florida relied on St. Augustine for entry of trade goods and other commodities.
42

 

Charleston became the entrepôt for East Florida.  No other port during the colonial 

period sailed as many ships to St. Augustine.
43

  Location and distance served as the primary 

factors in Charleston’s assumption of the role of East Florida’s gatekeeper.  Yet, one cannot 

deny the influence of Governor Grant’s South Carolina connections on East Florida’s 

development.  The city had housed Grant’s headquarters during the Cherokee War and he 

had made a name for himself among the Charleston’s elite.  Henry Laurens noted several 

times in his correspondence his expectations of Grant’s appointment to the governorship, 

telling several of his fellow militia veterans that he intended to contact him soon after 

realizing Grant’s appointment.
44

 

Scholars have not been able to locate the initial contract between Laurens and Grant, 

but by September 1764 Laurens had assumed the role of Grant’s North American business 
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manager.
45

  In short order, members of the East Florida Society, most likely through Grant’s 

recommendation, appealed to Laurens to not only manage their East Florida business affairs, 

but also to act as their official surveyors.  Laurens also appeared the optimal choice for 

assessing the new lands for staple crop cultivation.  He had not only found success in rice 

cultivation in the South Carolina low country, but he also possessed a commercial mindset 

beyond his agrarian roots.  Laurens built the largest slave trading company in the American 

colonies.  Other trade ventures extended to New England and the West Indies.  Laurens 

distinguished himself as a militia officer during the Cherokee War, served under Grant, and 

used his position to begin a career in the colonial legislature.  He became the model 

“renaissance-man” planter, versed in the multiple facets of colonial commerce and 

legislation.  And Laurens was everywhere in 1765 and 1766, observing potential clam sites, 

recommending crops, discussing how other surveyors should work with their petitioners, and 

assisting two other agents with more than 40,000 acres of claims.  At some point while 

juggling all of these tasks, Laurens found enough time to apply for his own 1,000-acre 

“starter” commission.
46

 

The reason behind Lauren’s voyage in which he visited William Bartram’s failed 

plantation in 1766 involved warrant surveying for several large English petitioners.  On that 

voyage, Henry ascended and descended the St. Johns River, using his tidewater-planter 

experience to determine the untapped potential of the new imperial grants.
47

   In a letter to 

Richard Oswald, a petitioner granted 20,000 acres in 1764, Laurens noted that he wanted to 

traverse the full of his claim “but there is no practicable road yet.”  Packed into a “small pilot 

boat,” Henry listened to James Moncrief, “a diligent Young man,” responsible for surveying 

Oswald’s acres.  Dripping with sarcasm, Laurens reported to Oswald, “How good a judge he 
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(Moncrief) is of the qualities of land I know not, but admitting all that he says to be very true 

I fear you will never make any great progress there for want of Neighbours, Navigation, and 

Markets convenient either for disposing or shipping off your produce….”  In return he 

recommended several “tracts of sandy high land abounding with live oaks… [and] several 

large islands in the River full of trees…which I believe whill produce rice in abundance and 

after three or four years it may be greatly improved in indigo….”
48

  Purely on his own 

conscience, Henry hoped to assuage Oswald’s future economic hardships.  His experiential 

knowledge and savvy allowed him to judge other’s perspectives and comment on planters’ 

future worth. 

Laurens’s gaze conveyed cultural predilections inherent in the South Carolina low 

country.  In almost all of his agrarian advice, Henry espoused a “rice-first” prerogative.  And 

why not – rice cultivation had made a significant section of South Carolina colonists wealthy.  

The century before the invention of the cotton gin saw the promulgation of rice growth 

throughout the colony and, with the settlement of Georgia during the 1730s, rice planting 

further expanded South.  Rice planters formed their agricultural enterprise to meet the 

ecological niche of eastern South Carolina.  Markedly moist and marshy, the region did not 

appear to lend itself to massive staple crop exploitation.   South Carolina planters drained 

swampland and leveraged the knowledge of imported slaves experienced in African rice-

cultivation practices that they gained prior to their Atlantic passage.
49

   

By the 1750s, South Carolina rice planters began to implement new scientific 

agricultural practices that used tidal forces to expand arable land.  Tidal rice cultivation 

utilized the rhythmic draw of the ebb and neap tides to irrigate new fields.  Tidal forces 

forced fresh water ahead of the brackish mixture of the tidal zone.  By constructing a series 
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of dikes, canals, and levees, South Carolina rice men expanded their acreage under 

cultivation to include previously dry ground and spread plantations inland from the swamps’ 

edge.  The low country quickly transformed into a hydraulic machine, a grid pattern of 

sluices and waterways that completely remade the ecological reality in rice-growing South 

Carolina.
50

 

This transformation did not come without cost.  The hydraulic system required 

constant upkeep and supervision.  African slaves until the 1740s toiled under the “task 

system.”  In this labor model, the completion of a daily task allowed slaves the rest of the day 

to their own private pursuits.  Large scale projects, for instance felling trees or draining 

swamps, occurred on a seasonal basis when care of the rice crop involved little labor 

allocation.  In the new system, maintenance of the mechanisms for tidal cultivation now 

joined with the common cultivation tasks and previous labor-intensive jobs to completely fill 

the slaves’ days.  Any sense of direct slave autonomy in relation to daily or seasonal tasks 

went out with the tide.
51

 

South Carolina planters developed other agricultural staples alongside rice in order to 

diversify their exports and soften the blow of economic reversals in the global market.  Half a 

century of imperial European warfare caused numerous fluctuations within the international 

commodities market, and South Carolinians attempted to find surer methods to maximize 

their export profits.  Advancements in tidal rice cultivation represented the most dynamic 

means towards this end.  Bringing new soil under cultivation allowed for larger crops, and 

hopefully, more money from English merchants.  Concurrently, starting during the 1740s, 

planters also looked to indigo harvesting to prop up their faltering rice investments.  Indigo, 

in its early planting stages, required little labor for upkeep.  Thus, slaves could plant a portion 
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of a plantation in indigo and leave it to grow with minimal supervision while improving tidal 

fields or clearing new land for cultivation.   

The royal administration practiced a program of bounty payment for indigo crops 

from throughout the empire.  The blue dye leached from the indigo leaves provided the color 

for the robes of England’s royalty and nobility.  Bounty payments secured ready access and 

prevented price inflation on the global market.  The Spanish had previously cornered the 

market in indigo with their crops from Guatemala supposedly being the best in the world.  

Exorbitant prices prevented wide dispersal throughout the European world, which when 

combined with repeated Anglo-Hispanic hostilities, served to limit the ready consumption of 

the coloring in London.  Controlling the home market reversed this trend, creating stability 

within the market and amongst the noblemen who wanted “royal blue” cloaks.
52

 

Labor demands increased significantly during indigo’s harvesting and production 

process.  Planters needed to build a large wooden press that could both hold water and 

provide the means to beat a collection of leaves in order to draw out the impurities from the 

raw dye.  Slaves would then collect the compressed “cakes,” rich with dying materials, and 

package them in hogshead for shipment.  The process required a constant supply of water and 

labor to operate the mechanism that pressed and dried the leaves.  Slaves then inspected the 

cakes as they completed the process.  Subtropical climates, like those in South Carolina and 

Florida, could expect two harvests per year, and in some cases even a third crop of mediocre 

quality before the winter frost.
53

  

Henry Laurens related detailed information and recommendations about both of these 

agricultural practices.  At no time point in his letters does he entertain the notion that small 

farms should populate the St. Johns.  In fact, very early in 1766 he introduced the word 
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plantation in his East Florida correspondence and he never reverted back to any other term.
54

  

Strikingly, Laurens also filled his letters to East Florida parties at this time with accounts of 

overseers and slaves, of “promising Negro boys” and “Indigo Men.”  Along with other low 

country traditions, Laurens readily espoused a slave-centric world view.
55

  Wealth equated to 

slave ownership.  By owning slaves, a planter harnessed their potential labor.  The more a 

slave worked, the stronger a slave-owner’s overall investment.  At the same time, Lauren 

also spoke hesitantly about expanding the slave system into East Florida.  The sparseness of 

settlement, when combined with the dense swamps and marshes that separated individual 

plantations, made Laurens’s mind uneasy.  An institutionalized slave setting such as South 

Carolina might have papered over William Bartram’s admittance of fearing his slaves, but a 

young man, “30 long miles from the Metropolis [St. Augustine], no money to pay for the 

expense of a journey there upon the most important occasion” would only make “a greater 

many smaller and perhaps imaginary evils the natural offspring of so many substantial 

ones.”
56

  As Laurens wrote to Richard Oswald in 1766, “if you have no neighbors or no good 

ones your Negroes will be exposed to the arbitrary power of an overseer and perhaps 

sometimes tempted to knock him in the head and file off in a body.”
57

 

And yet, by the late 1760s, slave plantations seemed the more reliable of the two 

labor systems present in East Florida.  The two large indenture projects of the time, Denys 

Rolle’s “Rollestown” and Andrew Turnbull’s “New Smyrna,” both appeared to have 

significant labor issues and barely stayed active.  To hear Rolle tell it, he never caught a 

break when he came to East Florida in 1764.  Initially intent on settling in the vicinity of the 

St. Mark’s River on the peninsula’s eastern side, he instead betrayed a chronic tentativeness 

towards making incisive decisions and informed Governor Grant that he would stake his 
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township claim on the St. Johns.  Rolle spent five months traversing the country along the St. 

Johns while Grant dithered and held off other petitioners from making their surveys until 

Rolle had completed his.  Early in 1765, Rolle met with Governor Grant, claiming that he 

had not found 20,000 contiguous acres, but instead had begun constructing small cabins for 

his servants throughout the St. Johns watershed.  Enraged, Grant refused his request for 

several non-contiguous grants and forced him to select a contiguous tract on the east bank of 

the St. Johns.  Rolle reluctantly conceded and settled his 14 servants at the now-named 

“Rollestown.”
58

 

John Bartram’s visit to the burgeoning Rollestown in early 1764 produced two sparse 

paragraphs about his two and a half day stay.  He concluded that Rolle’s “steward, Mr. 

Banks,” carried himself as a “sober, careful, and agreeable man.”
59

  In light of upcoming 

events, Bartram’s assessment may actually be the last favorable words written about the 

settlement and its people.  Rolle’s late 1765 petition to the Privy Council for more land -- up 

to 100,000 acres -- reads as a convoluted and tortuous narrative of ineptitude and institutional 

disregard.  Rolle placed the blame for the settlement’s inability turn a profit quickly on the 

nature of East Florida’s river country and Governor Grant’s disdain for Rolle.  As he 

described in his petition to the Privy Council, “receiving a grant in one contiguous plot of 

twenty thousand acres, perhaps a twelfth, or a tenth part good, the residue, what is called 

pine-barren, of the most indifferent land,” drastically drove up expenses for settlement.  

Referring to the crown’s stated intent in 1763 to settle the new colonies with “white 

Protestants,” Rolle compared his white indenture project with the influx of South Carolina-

style slave labor.  The organizer of an indenture settlement “must set them down to 

cultivation, at a far greater expense than the other [slave owner], and must lose his entire 
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property in these settlers at the term agreed upon, which is typically four years.”  At this 

time, freed servants had the opportunity to pay rent to Rolle on their land, or pursue much-

cheaper new land issued under the guidance of the Proclamation of 1763.  “Therefore,” Rolle 

concluded, “no person will settle with him.”
60

   

Beyond the governmental issues, Rolle faced another reality of settlement, one harder 

for him to imagine or to answer.  His colony leaked people.  White servants, forced to clear 

land for a church and town center before beginning their own kitchen gardens, slowly 

disappeared into the Florida marshes.
61

  Soldiers from Picolata also forcibly requisitioned the 

service of a married couple to work at a smallpox quarantine house outside of St. Augustine.  

Rolle appealed to the commander of the garrison for the return of the couple.  Even though 

the commander decided in Rolle’s favor, the couple melted into the alleyways of St. 

Augustine and never returned to the plantation on the St. Johns.
62

  In 1770, while Rolle 

visited England stumping for new land and settlers, a herdsman for the plantation sold all one 

thousand of the cattle owned by Rolle and disappeared into the swamps.
63

  Prior to this 

infraction, Rolle’s servants staged a mass walk out during the summer of 1768 and appealed 

to Governor Grant for their freedom.  Grant, pressured into acting and inserting imperial 

prerogative into a master-servant relationship, admitted that “so many things appeared 

against him [Rolle] and in favor of the servants -- that if I had not underhand interposed the 

greatest part if not the whole of them I believe would have been discharged from their 

indentures.”  Previous accusations against Rolle of withholding food and supplies until the 

completion of tasks gained further public credence.  Surveying the mess that Rolle had 

placed before him, Grant embraced his personal feelings for the man, ordering the servants 

back to the plantation and to show Rolle proper deference.  Any “Publick House” harboring 
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Rolle’s servants would have its license rescinded.  As Grant wrote, “servants getting the best 

of their master would be a bad precedent… [but] in any other country in America every man 

of them would have been set at liberty.”
64

  As Grant assessed it, “by his (Rolle’s) 

management he will have nothing to show for so large an expense -- and I am much 

convinced he will never raise a hundred pounds worth of produce in the country.”
65

 

The summer of 1768 witnessed hard times for the colony’s other white servant 

venture -- Andrew Turnbull’s New Smyrna plantation complex.  Located at Mosquito Inlet, 

seventy miles South of St. Augustine, between a broad expanse of beach composed of shells 

and sand and an even larger tract of lagoons and marshes, New Smyrna reflected Turnbull’s 

unique experiences and visions.  Turnbull had travelled throughout the Mediterranean during 

the 1740s and 1750s, eventually marrying a wealthy Minorcan.  Familiar with the people on 

the island of Minorca and the subjugated Corsicans grinding under Turkish rule, Turnbull 

turned to these groups to provide him with white indentures for his colony in East Florida.  

Turnbull viewed his as a humanitarian task, presupposing that settlement of the 

Mediterranean poor in East Florida would provide them with more opportunities for future 

autonomy and land ownership.  Historian/anthropologist Patricia C. Griffin claims that 

Turnbull viewed the older patronage system of the Mediterranean through a lens of labor 

capitalism, misunderstanding the reciprocal relationship between wealthy and workers in the 

Mediterranean world.  He surely saw the Minorcans and the other Mediterranean settlers 

paternalistically, doubting their ability to self-govern and work independently on small plots 

of land in the model described in the Proclamation of 1763.  As such, Turnbull decided early 

that the plantation system provided the most likely avenue for profit in New Smyrna.
66
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More than 1,400 settlers arrived in St. Augustine on June 26, 1768.  The exact nature 

of their indenture remains unclear.  The one indenture contract still available today shows 

how Turnbull tied the signer to the land for ten years in a form of debt peonage.  The 

proprietors of the colony drew payment from the gross production of the settler, with no 

more than two-thirds being drawn from the total.  Yet, if the settler tended to act “lazy and 

indolent,” a subjective assessment at best, further produce could be subtracted from the 

yearly total.  Turnbull contended that this system ensured that the proprietor would always 

provide for the worker and he would never starve.
67

  The Mediterraneans arrived at the site 

for New Smyrna in early August and began the arduous task of clearing the saw palmettos 

and draining the swamps in the lagoon…not the most opportune time to initiate a new 

venture. 

Bernard Romans, assistant to William de Brahms, the royal surveyor of the Southern 

Department, provided the most trenchant observations of what followed next.  Romans 

worked alongside Joseph Purcell, a Minorcan who “happily withdrew from the yoke” of 

servitude in some unknown manner.  Purcell could never speak of his time in New Smyrna 

“without tears.”  The overseers responsible for the New Smyrna settlement drove the settlers 

relentlessly, preventing fishing in the lagoon to offset the meager food supplied in the 

communal mess.  These same overseers forced a husband to whip his wife for stealing bread 

from the colony’s stores.  Romans labeled Turnbull a “petty tyrant.”
68

  At the same time, 

Henry Laurens penned several letters to Turnbull addressing the mounting financial 

difficulties.  His correspondence to Turnbull from August to November describes numerous 

purchases on “debit” and the need to resell corn that had spoiled while in storage.  By 

November 11, having not seen the contract that Turnbull agreed upon with a New Smyrna-
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bound merchant, Laurens filled the hold of the outgoing ship with salt, flour, and rice in the 

hope of meeting the needs of the colony.
69

  By the close of the year, New Smyrna depended 

on a wavering supply line and the vagaries of partnership finance for survival. 

Concurrent to Henry’s work to help feed the settlement that August, the workers at 

New Smyrna revolted.  Some of the servants, noticing the close proximity of the ship 

Havvannah, raided the settlement’s stores and loaded their supplies on small crafts in the 

inlet, hoping to escape to Spanish Cuba.  In the process, they purposefully maimed one of the 

overseers, Cutter, cutting off his ears, nose, and two fingers.  Unfortunately, the rebellious 

group dithered under want of good leadership, and eventually soldiers from the St. Augustine 

garrison captured the group.  Romans sat on the grand jury for the trial for five of the rebels, 

allowing him an “opportunity of canvassing it [the situation] well.”  Witnesses singled out 

the man responsible for disfiguring Cutter, the former overseer who eventually died from his 

wounds.  He and another man, found guilty of the king’s offense of killing a cow, faced 

execution.  Governor Grant, again in an attempt to reinforce the deferential master-servant 

relationship, ordered that one of the remaining three rebels acquitted of their crimes would 

serve as executioner.  Initially wishing death upon himself, the hapless former rebel 

eventually “mount[ed] the ladder [to the gallows], [took] leave of his friends in the most 

moving manner, kissing them the moment before he committed them to an ignomious 

death.”
70

 

New Smyrna continued on after the 1768 debacle.  Turnbull quickly transformed his 

lands to indigo production.  Facing a recalcitrant servant population and a tenuous supply and 

financial reality, Turnbull quickly planted an indigo crop in an attempt to allow his labor 

more time to clear land.  The indigo bounties also ensured some investment return.  By 1771, 
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New Smyrna alone produced almost 12,000 pounds of indigo, fully a third of all indigo 

exports leaving East Florida.  In many regards, the colony won renown as the maker of the 

purest indigo in East Florida, possibly in all of North America.
71

  Even though regarded as a 

fine indigo producer, Turnbull never escaped the shame of the 1768 revolution or the rumors 

of continued harsh treatment to the Mediterranean’s.  Romans, published in 1775, held 

Turnbull directly responsible for the outrages at New Smyrna.
72

   

Romans maintained that attempts to settle white servants in East Florida were 

“foolish” and “cruel.”  He firmly believed that natural breeding created a slave race among 

Africans, arguing “is it not therefore better to employ those, who labour at a similar work in 

their own sultry country, and in a state of slavery too, than to make victims of men who can 

by no means be qualified for the fatigue of the Southern plantation.”
73

  Those who penned 

anti-slavery diatribes, Romans continued, could not purchase slaves and wrote from a 

position of ignorance and envy.  For the middling white farmer, slave acquisition promised 

capital accumulation and a means towards social mobility.  Although Romans later described 

the ethnogenesis of the African race, linking them with a Jewish diaspora through some very 

shaky logic and science, his account of the benefits of slave labor in East Florida echoed 

many of the intellectual trends from the South Carolina low country.  And Rolle agreed, 

stating that white indenture drained profits from any plantation-style economy.  At the end of 

a servant’s contract, he or she would walk away from their master and could apply to start in 

the new colony on fresh acreage provided by the colonial administration.  White plantation 

labor forced a plantation owner to expand perpetually his acreage in order to capitalize on his 

investment.  Slaves represented a quantifiable investment that had its own inherent value and 

could accrue through slave reproduction.  Servants did not represent an investment but a 
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stop-gap towards an immediate labor problem that succeeded only if the possibility existed 

for sky-rocket profits, as in early tobacco Virginia.  An assessment of Rollestown in 1782 

showed that Rolle possessed 106 slaves on his land, showing his eventual acquiescence to the 

slave economy.
74

   

East Florida presented another unique problem, this one environmental.  Plantation 

owners, white servants, and slaves gazing into the swamps and marshlands of the colony 

rarely perceived the “open groves” of widely-spaced trees denude of underbrush that Dr. 

Stork so beamingly described during the 1760s.  Instead, dense underbrush and deep tree root 

systems made land clearing an arduous task.  Saw palmettos grew throughout the pine 

barrens, often filling the spaces around and between trees in a dense mass.  Their sharp, 

pronged leaves, from which they received their name, often tore clothes and skin and 

required significant effort to extract.
75

  William Bartram, writing in 1774, described the 

palmetto royal (another locally growing tree) as “grow[ing] so thick together that a rat or bird 

can scarcely pass through them.”
76

  Writing about the cypresses that grew throughout the St. 

Johns drainage, Bartram noted that they “grow in the water, or are covered…with two to 

three feet of water.”  Further up from the tree’s base, the trunk “is greatly enlarged by 

prodigious buttresses, or pilasters…each pilaster terminates under ground, in a very large, 

strong, serpentine root, which strikes off and branches every way….”
77

  Never mind that 

large colonies of alligators lived along the warm banks of the St. Johns and the marshes close 

by.  William reported some alligators coming into night camps and attacking humans, 

exhibiting little fear for the soft skinned interlopers of their natural habitats.
78

 

Besides trees and alligators, potential planters also had to contend with the vagaries of 

the soil.  As John Bartram had noted in 1765, good soil existed alongside the river and in 
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places in the pine barrens.
79

  Romans described the same environmental pattern, although he 

extrapolated further in his account.  The pine barrens “makes up the largest body [of land 

type] by far, the peninsula being scarce anything else.”  Composed of “grey, or white sand, 

and in many places, red or yellow gravel,” the soil of the barrens required intense cultivation 

to increase fertility in the scale needed for a nutrient heavy extractive staple crop cultivation 

program.  “The hammock land,” Romans wrote, “appearing in tufts among the lofty 

pines…when it is cleared this is the best; nay the only land fit for production of indigo [and] 

potatoes.”  A layer of decaying leaves provided a rich base for crop growth.  However, 

several successive seasons of intense production, when combined with the sandy content of 

the soil, increased the salinity of the small plot until it required repair.  Letting the plot lay 

fallow did not suffice.  Planters instead had to rely on a systematic program of irrigation and 

fertilization to reload the nutrient base in the soil.
80

   

Romans and John Bartram’s picture of arable land in East Florida resembled a 

patchwork, something that Rolle attested to in his Petition.  A contiguous twenty thousand 

acres might only contain ten percent usable land.  As Rolle argued, a far more logical land 

use pattern would have utilized small- to middling-size farms centered on the “hammock 

land.”  Each farm would produce for a landowner in a share cropping system until the end of 

the contract.  Once the indenture ended, the farmer, now tied to a piece of arable land, had 

the option of paying rent to the original land owner or striking out on his own to form a new 

hammock-centric farm.  Confined to a twenty thousand acre continuous plot, the land owner 

found himself forced to practice an exploitative labor system of plantation agriculture that 

provided little for the servant.
81

  The servant also had the option of either buying land from 

the landowner or petitioning for a family-sized tract of land.  But, he was not tied to a 
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demarcated acreage of good land that he had worked for years, and in essence, would enter 

into a landless wandering until he met another labor demand.  We may shake our head now at 

Rolle’s petition and his claim that he needed one hundred thousand more acres, but the 

contiguous confines hemmed him into a plantation-based system that required continually 

expanding amounts of land, labor, and capital.  His transition to slave agriculture by 1782 

shows Rolle’s eventual accommodation to East Florida’s environmental reality.
82

 

As John Bartram in 1765 and William Bartram in 1774 noted, evidence existed for 

the adaptation of agriculture to the non-contiguous reality of the East Florida soil reality.  

Both writers, but particularly William, attest to small- and medium-sized orange groves 

existing throughout the St. Johns region.  The Spanish had imported Valencia oranges during 

the seventeenth century and, noticing how readily they grew in Florida’s subtropical climate, 

farmers planted orange trees as a regular crop.  As opposed to large orange plantations, 

groves speckled the countryside, mirroring Spanish attempts at subsistence agriculture prior 

to the Creek invasion of the early eighteenth century.  Never able to muster a large enough 

labor force in Florida to practice any formalized system of extractive cultivation, the Spanish 

relied on mission Indians’ incorporation into a small-scale subsistence agricultural exchange, 

of which small orange groves became a fixture.  The remnants of this practice existed into 

the later portion of the eighteenth century.  William Bartram accepted an invitation from the 

Alachua Creek-splinter to a watermelon and orange feast.  Canoes travelled from distant 

villages full of citrus fruit that the Indians provided to traders as a means of exchange.
83

  

Almost as an unconscious rejection of this pre-English form of agriculture, plantation owners 

actively sought the destruction of orange groves to make room for crops of indigo and corn, 



117 
 

or to “extirpate the mosquitos” that they alleged “(the) groves near the dwellings are haunts 

and shelters for those persecuting insects.”   

William Bartram decried this practice.  “I have often been affected with extreme 

regret,” he recounted, “at beholding the destruction and devastation which has been 

committed or indiscreetly exercised on these extensive fruitfull orange groves, on the banks 

of St Juan (Johns), by the new planters under the British Government, some hundreds of 

acres which, at a single plantation, have been entirely destroyed.”
84

  Writing in 1774, 

William had returned to East Florida far removed from the quaking and fevered failed-

planter of 1766.  Abandoning his plantation (no account exists of what happened to his 

slaves), he made a career for himself as an illustrator of flora and fauna, his illustrations from 

the 1765 expedition creating a stir in London’s scientific circles.  Contracted to return to 

Florida in 1774 by Dr. John Fothergill, a scientist friend of William and John, William trod 

much of the same ground as he and his father had almost a decade before.  In his published 

account of his 1774 voyage, William never mentions his plantation experiment.  Passing by 

the mouth of Six Mile Creek, where most historians agree that he established his plantation, 

William writes not a word of his experience.  But his gaze reflects his feelings, and he seems 

to revel in the “mouldering habitations” of several plantations on the St. Johns.
85

  He 

witnessed a “hurricane” storm completely destroying a plantation nestled in a cove days 

removed from the closest English settlement.  Losing his entire crop along with his and his 

slaves’ homes, the plantation owner seemed dumbstruck by the loss of all of his potential 

wealth.
86

  Much as his father’s account, William’s is full of Indian mounts, deserted pre-

Anglo farms, and a wealth of biological descriptions.  By 1774, however, plantation owners 

had established plantations and failed, landowners had acquired expansive tracts of land 
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(some not under cultivation), and the Alachua Creek-splinter had established villages and 

regularly hunted on the west bank of the St. Johns (well across the boundary line that Grant 

had been so proud of). 

Only patient men stood to profit in the East Florida plantation-complex by 1774.  

Unsuccessful attempts at harnessing a white servant labor force served to validate the South 

Carolina planters who espoused the expansion of their slave labor system into East Florida.  

Somewhat tongue-in-cheek, Henry Laurens asked Andrew Turnbull in a letter from 

November 1768, “Are your new settlers reconciled to their situation and become more 

tractable, or do you begin to be convinced that Negroes are the most useful servants in the 

Southern climes?”
87

  Although concerns existed about possible slave uprisings in the remote 

East Florida settlements, Laurens repeatedly claimed that good overseers would preclude 

such revolts and recommended many to potential planters.
88

  The adamant refusal of 

Governor Grant and the colonial administration to stray from its stated goal of contiguous 

township settlements forced potential East Florida investors towards a plantation-style 

economy that provided long-term stability in investment returns.  As historian Daniel Shafer 

has noted, the inevitably of failure in East Florida didn’t exist for everyone.  Those who 

could apply a ready source of capital and wait out long-term growth attained success on the 

indigo plantations that dotted the banks of the St. Johns River.  By the early 1770s, the 

ascendancy of the South Carolina model of cultivation and labor exhibited itself throughout 

the colonies.
89

   

This reality contradicts the proclamations of 1763 and 1764.  The British imperial 

vision immediately after the establishment of East Florida appeared to favor medium-sized 

farming settlements, particularly for demobilized soldiers and officers of the British army 
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and navy.  Very quickly, though, adherence to a policy of granting contiguous tracts of land, 

sensational accounts of the fecundity of the colony, reliance on South Carolina merchants 

and planters, and the laxity in observing the regulation concerning township settlements 

changed the imperial dynamic in East Florida.  The colony took shape as a staple crop 

plantation economy, not a region filled with small farms and consumers of British 

manufactures.  Contrary to any ideas of independent farmers populating the new land, 

nascent agricultural capitalists turned to the stability inherent in a slave-labor system in an 

attempt to guarantee a return on their investment.  The environmental reality of East Florida, 

the nature of the soil and the tremendous effort needed to clear the land, required planters to 

wager a steadily increasing amount of capital in the hope of creating a successful colonial 

enterprise.  By 1774, East Florida provided an avenue of advancement only for the extremely 

wealthy. 

Returning to Mount Hope, a high point in the voyage that William and John had 

shared in 1765, William walked alone and communed with a restive natural world, and quite 

possibly, with the memory of his father.  Since 1765, an English indigo proprietor surveyed, 

established, planted, and failed on Mount Hope.  William described a “noble Indian 

highway,” that in 1765 “led from a great mount, on a straight line…first through a point or 

wing of an orange grove, and continued through an awful forest of live oaks.”  Now, “all has 

been cleared away and planted with indigo, corn, and cotton, but since deserted.”  The failure 

of this plantation experiment, in a way reminiscent of William’s own failure, left the land 

appearing “like a desert to a great extent, and terminated, on the land side, by frightful 

thickets, and open pine forests.” As the sun rose the next morning, William spoke to the 

birds, singing out “My heart and voice unite with yours, in sincere homage to the great 
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Creator, the universal sovereign.”
 90

  Beyond the obvious religious theme, William’s psalm to 

the “Creator” recognized the ecological relationships between man and the environment, a 

joining of man and bird with the orange groves, the crocodiles, and the residue of imperial 

visions. 
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V. Conclusion -- “Doctor Stork has discovered the great skill of dying at the choice of 

times.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 William Stork died during the New Smyrna revolt of 1768.  No one knows for certain 

the events that led to his death, although speculation ran rampant.  Andrew Turnbull had 

decided to bring distinguished visitors through his new colony on Mosquito Inlet to help 

publicize his venture and increase his prospect for further extensions of credit.
1
  Dr. Stork 

apparently arrived shortly before the uprising.  Bernard Romans, ever the iconoclast, 

declared that he had died of fright, “being close to the spot of the insurrection.”
2
  Turnbull 

claimed that Stork had attempted to defend himself with his umbrella, but succumbed to a 

wound to his groin two days after the revolt.
3
  Over time, less radical conceptions of Stork‟s 

demise came to light.  In his seventies, Stork suffered from ill health during his later years.  

As one East Floridian commented, Stork, already ill, “hearing there was a mutiny went into 

convulsions and then expired.”
4
  

 Henry Laurens worked with Stork in the past, having penned a letter to him on the 

day of the revolt discussing such sundry items as his bill and a chest being sent on the next 
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packet ship.
5
  By October, Laurens commented to Governor James Grant that “Doctor Stork 

has discovered the great skill in dying at the choice of times.”
6
  Laurens‟s assessment, 

juxtaposed between news of business and an account of his wife‟s depression following the 

death of a second child during the last year, seemed oddly out of place.  He commented no 

more on the premier East Florida booster, but one notices the fading luster the colony had for 

Laurens.  By April 1769, Laurens‟s relationship had noticeably cooled with Governor Grant.  

“I heartily wish Your Excellency, and all my Brother Adventurers in the Plantation way, may 

succeed as well in East Florida,” Laurens stated, “but believe me, Dear Sir: the Plan for 

depending upon foreign supplies of provision is at all times a bad one and at some times a 

destructive measure.”  By the end of the letter, Laurens indicated that he planned on visiting 

Broton Island within the next two weeks “and would go as far as Amelia to have the pleasure 

of meeting the governor of East Florida.”
7
  Laurens never intimated that he would make any 

trip to St. Augustine, or that he planned such a future trip. 

 John Bartram died nine years after Stork.  The Revolution had washed over Bartram‟s 

home by 1777, and fortunately for his family, the majority of his estate was in land, not 

devalued paper money.  William received approximately 200 pounds in inheritance, far less 

than his older brothers.
8
  This did not appear to bother William.  In an address before the 

American Philosophical Society, William eulogized his father, claiming that “Mr. Bartram 

was a man of modest and gentle manners, frank cheerful, and of great good nature; a lover of 

justice, truth, and charity,” who told his children to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly 

before God.”  John “never coveted old age,” and as he neared the end of his earthly sojourns 

before the Creator, pronounced, “I want to die.”
9
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 John‟s travels on the St. Johns took up much of William‟s speech.  “At the advanced 

age of nearly seventy years,” William recounted, “he (John) travelled several thousand miles 

in Carolina and Florida.”
10

  William had made the same trip three years before his father‟s 

death, visiting the same lagoons and Indian mounds as they had together in 1766.  East 

Florida, through the gaze of the younger Bartram, had changed significantly.  Flourishing 

indigo plantations rested next to “mouldering habitations,” Indian villages were now situated 

on the banks of the St. Johns, and slaves appeared in numbers far higher than either Bartram 

might have anticipated during the 1760s.
11

  The scientific detachment that centered the work 

of John during 1765 and 1766 was absent from William‟s account of East Florida penned in 

1774.  Ever-resurgent nature lurked at the edge of each plantation on the St. Johns.  Within 

years, unsuccessful cultivations disappeared into the swamps and palmettos.  William reveled 

in the reverses, little empathy evident from his own trials on the St. Johns. 

 By 1774, East Florida was different.  St. Augustine still served as the nexus of 

colonial affairs.  Most of the population resided there, and their careers tied them to either the 

Army or the royal administration.  A 1771 census for the entire colony conducted by William 

De Brahm, the Southern Department‟s royal surveyor, counted approximately 2700 people in 

the colony.  Of those, about 1400 were the remaining Minorcans in New Smyrna, and 900 

were slaves either in St. Augustine or on the burgeoning indigo plantations, leaving 288 

white men as the remainder of the population.  Of these 288, 87 worked for the crown 

directly, either in the administration, as Indian traders, or possibly as blacksmiths employed 

by the army.  De Brahms counted 107 planters at the time of his census, and fully a third of 

those had been labeled “not in the province.”
12

  While these numbers are far less than exact, 

they do show some discernible trends for the colony on the eve of the Revolution.  The 
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environmental reality of East Florida created a labor heavy population.  Almost 7 out of 

every 10 people in East Florida was a bonded laborer by 1771.  About a third of the free 

population worked for the bureaucracy, while another third owned the labor of, or in some 

cases the bodies of, the slaves and servants toiling in the swamps.  The last third of the white 

population lived on the margins of a nascent market economy.  We suppose that they are 

barbers, sailors, maybe even owners of the “publick houses” that Governor Grant threatened 

to close if they took in any indentured servants.  This amorphous group filled the census 

anonymously, placeholders whose inability to tie themselves to either the administration or 

the plantation economy leaves modern observers to search for the facts of their existence.  

Few sources remain about white women residing in the colony, although many contemporary 

observers recorded the presence of either female servants or slaves. 

 Indigo, though haltingly, seemed to be taking off in the colony.  A total of 22,119 

pounds left East Florida that year, and most likely more would have if not for an 

uncharacteristically low yield from New Smyrna that season.  Two years later, a bumper crop 

of more than 58,000 pounds left St. Augustine and New Smyrna, exhibiting the maturation of 

staple crop agriculture and the plantation system.  At the same time, however, South Carolina 

continued to export more than 500,000 pounds of mediocre grade indigo annually, flooding 

the market and driving down prices on the imperial exchange.
13

  Only the protection afforded 

by royal bounties kept indigo profitable as a staple-export during the pre-Revolutionary era. 

 As Romans noted in 1775, the deer skin trade represented the most stable form of 

trade in the colony.
14

  The lack of manufacturing, coupled with inconsistent indigo crops due 

to the vagaries of cultivation, shipping, and weather, forced many East Floridians to rely on 

the skin trade with the Alachua-Creek Splinter, now commonly called Seminoles, for profits.  
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Yet, relations at the trading posts seemed contentious.  A week before William Bartram 

entered the colony, several young Seminole men, believing that they had been swindled in a 

trade deal, attacked the traders at the upper post on the St. Johns.  The traders fled, and 

combining their salvaged goods with another post downstream, cached them under guard on 

an island in the river.  Governor Tonyn called for a conference with Cowkeeper, and the 

chief promised to punish the youths and see to the posts‟ protection.
15

 

 The Seminoles dominated the interior of the peninsula.  Their villages had flourished 

during the decade of British rule.  Cowkeeper welcomed Bartram to his central village, 

Cuscowilla, where William witnessed the flow of tribute goods to the Seminole headman.  

Large herds of cattle grazed on the interior savanna, horse breeding flourished, and each 

home in the village had an independent garden plot for family production.  Most strikingly, 

the Seminoles had developed “plantations,” large communally-managed agricultural 

enterprises that produced wheat, sweet potatoes, and watermelons for trade with the British 

colony.  William, always one to notice the prevalence of orange groves in the colony, paid 

meticulous attention to the cultivation of wild orange trees, carry-overs from the Spanish 

imperial project.
16

  The entrance into the regional subsistence market did not represent the 

only way the Seminoles adapted to meet British market forces.  William decried the 

“criminal excess” that the Seminoles practiced in their “war with the deer and bears.”
17

  The 

presence of traders so close to the Indians‟ habitations increased the acquisitiveness of the 

Seminoles.  Bartram commented several times on Seminole hunting parties either leaving or 

entering the post with skins during the summer, not the traditional hunting period.  Seminole 

hunters had pushed the deer and bear further to the south, possibly all the way to the Keys, 

interrupting the animals‟ typical migratory and reproductive cycles.
18
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Governor Grant had left in 1771, being replaced by William Tonyn in 1774.  Tonyn, 

an Army officer, had petitioned for a warrant of survey in 1768, but done nothing to improve 

the land by the time of his appointment.  He came from outside of the East Florida Society of 

London, and his governorship served as a lightning rod of dissent among the South Carolina-

styled planters already residing in the colony.
19

  It is hard to measure the impact of the 

political machinations in St. Augustine, but the lack of significant changes in settlement 

patterns or revenue distribution seems to indicate that this was more a court escapade than a 

colonial readjustment. 

The portrait of East Florida in 1774 by no means resembled the image of the colony 

and the continental empire crafted in the years following the Peace of Paris.  Romans called 

the current planters in the colony “land barons” and “monopolists,” their possession of large 

tracts of land along the St. Johns driving up land prices and preventing the settlement of 

small farmers.
20

  Even though he strongly espoused African slavery as the correct form of 

labor in the colony, Romans had nothing but contempt for the large land owners who had 

made no moves to develop their lands, which to hear Romans, was most of them.
21

  

Benjamin Franklin‟s yeoman farmers/consumers, of which he wrote so eloquently about in 

The Interests of Great Britain Considered, and seemed to be an unofficial model for the 

organizational precepts followed by the administration in 1763, were hard to find.  Instead, 

East Florida in 1774 represented a backwater in the Atlantic World, creating staple crops for 

an imperial market with a labor force of predominantly bound workers. 

Modern observers struggle to discern an imperial/commercial conspiracy in East 

Florida settlement.  Official policy, both from London and St. Augustine, appeared to favor 

middling farmers.  Very quickly, though, colonial administrators recognized the 
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environmental reality of East Florida for what it entailed: back-breaking work and large sums 

of start-up capital.  Those that had initially berated the Spanish for their lack of cultivation 

and improvement either found themselves constructing indigo presses in an attempt to 

wrangle guaranteed bounty money from the crown, complaining about wayward white 

servants and their inability to turn a profit without slave labor, or residing in London, unable 

to raise the necessary funds to plant a “township” of bound laborers and staple crop 

agriculture on the St. Johns.  At the same time that Stork met his uncertain fate among the 

Mediterraneans of New Smyrna, members of the East Florida Society began to question his 

plans in the colony.  Stork had petitioned the Board of Trade for a 20,000 acre warrant to 

settle German Protestant in East Florida, and his trip to New Smyrna was his first stop on his 

survey.  By May of 1769, rumblings of “hypocrisy” began to surface about Stork‟s account, 

with others claiming that he had „insinuated” himself among the Society and acted “specious 

enough.”
22

  East Florida‟s propagandist had barely cooled in his coffin before his adherents 

began to roll up their sleeves, look into the swamps along the St. Johns, listen to the 

alligators‟ roar, and wonder what had happened to their imperial vision. 
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This thesis argues that Britain‟s new imperial ecology did not recognize the 

environmental reality of East Florida.  The need to clear stubborn trees from the soil, drain 

large swamps, and expand acreage to encapsulate the meager amount of arable land favored 

those with large amounts of ready capital and the ability to wait on investments.  This, by 

definition, precluded small- and medium-sized farm settlement, a risky venture in the best of 

times and areas.  East Florida devolved into a rich man‟s gambit, favoring capital 

accumulation through natural resource and staple crop exploitation more than goods 

consumption.  These capitalist programs had to contend with an Indian population that 

recognized its new assertiveness on the peninsula and disregarded the boundary line that the 

colonial administration had hoped would secure the colony.  Rather than creating a colony 

full of consumers, the British enabled a system of tenuous colonial interaction between the 

administration, the nascent Seminoles, and the environment.   

 

 


