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The forts and roads built by the United States Army in the 19th Century paved the way for
Inset: Portion of 1855 map by US Government Surveyor W.G. Mosely,
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the settiement of the Peace River Valley.
showing section of Peace River. Note Indian Town

(Talakchopco) top center, Bowlegs Trail (bottom right, leading off map to Bowlegs’ town on Bowlegs Creek), Fort Meade, Lanier

homestead. At least ten other homesteads were within another three miles. The fort

Meade. Each square is one mile.

The Settlement of Florida’s Southwestern
Frontier in the Nineteenth Century

We have been weaned on stories of the western
American frontier. Cowboys and Indians, cattle drives,
gunfights on main street, long-suffering schoolmarms,
and courageous lawmen have excited and intrigued us.
Beyond the titillating aspects of the frontier, though, are
serious implications for the understanding of how our
nation and people came to be as we are.

ne point often overlooked is that there were many

sntiers in America during the nineteenth century. In
particular, Florida contained frontiers every bit as “wild
and wooly” as any in the west. Joe Akerman points out
that “In 1890 Florida . . . had a sizeable area of land

was near the geographical center of today’s Fort

where there were less than two people to the square
mile.” Substantial sections of Texas and other western
states had population densities greater “than that of
Florida south of Orlando.” For over half the nineteenth
century, that Florida frontier ran down the Peace River
valley.

For those not familiar with Peace River, it rises in the
wetlands of northern Polk County south of Interstate
Four roughly halfway between Orlando and Tampa. Its
specific source usually is credited as Lake Hamilton,
near Winter Haven. Beginning to the east and north of
Bartow, it turns its waters to the south until it empties
into Charlotte Harbor near Punta Gorda. As the crow
flies its run is about 110 miles, but with its twists and
turns, the distance probably is doubled.

(continued on page two)
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Seminole War. One of the prime focuses of that conflict
was a continuing animosity between Andrew Jackson and
the Tallahassee Creek Chief Peter McQueen. Jackson's
Indian allies under Chief William McIntosh engaged and
defeated McQueen's party in April 1818 near the Econfina
River. McQueen, his ally the Ocmulgee Creek Chief
Oponay, and their followers disappeared into the woods
and swamps of the peninsula.

Oponay, with his warriors, the families, and black
slaves, settled to the north of modern Bartow, on the
high ridge which lies to the west of Lake Hancock.
There - presumably with assistance from his Spanish or

Indians of the Tallahassee and Ocmulgee Creek tribes were the
first permanent settlers in the Peace River Valley.

homes near today’s Ocala. Among them was a Ty
lahassee chief - successor to Peter McQueen - Wira
was known as Holata Micco Osceola acknowledged
Holata Micco as his chief.

Holata Micco established himself at McQueen's old
town of Talakchopco. Around him gathered scores of
other natives, black and white, who began preparing to
resist any forced emigration from Florida. By 1835, the
band was known generally as the “Peas Creek Tal-
lahassees,” and their principal town of Talakchopco
was said to have as many as 300 lodges.

From those lodges and their satellite villages, in 1835
one hundred warriors under the black leader, Harry,
began a campaign of plunder and arson throughout the
Tampa Bay region. On December 17, their fellow
Tallahassee and former Peace River refugee Osceola
extended the violence to near Payne’s Prairie where he
engaged volunteer forces from the North Florida frontier
counties. Eleven days later, Osceola murdered Indian
agent Wiley Thompson at Fort King, and Major Francis
Dade’s relief column was massacred between that place
and Tampa. The Second Seminole War had begun.

Retribution was swift, however. In early April 1836,
five hundred South Carolina volunteers were ordered to
Peace River where Osceola, other Tallahassees, and
their black allies were believed to be concentrated. By
the time those troops arrived, though, the natives had
disappeared to the south. The frustrated Carolinians
burned Talakchopco to the ground.

The Second Seminole War continued for over six
years. During that time, important military installatic
were located in the river valley, including Fort Frasx} :
near the site of Oponay’s plantation and Camp Ogden
some sixty miles to the south, at the head of river
navigation. Substantial military roads were built east
and west across the region and north and south down





















