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The history for maroons, people seeking freedom from slavery, is not 
well-known, especially not its heritage in Florida. To enliven this past, 
two virtual worlds are available for free download. Anyone can enter 
the reconstructed landscape and walk around Prospect Bluff on the 
Apalachicola River, where a fortification was a rallying point from 
1814-1816 for hundreds of Native Americans and people of African 
descendant, and around the Manatee Mineral Spring on the Manatee 
River, where a few hundred people were able to farm the land, trade 
with Cuban fisher folk who created a fishing industry on the Gulf 
Coast, and create a community until 1821. The virtual worlds are 
digital reconstructions of those two places, and a means to enliven 
the early 19th-century history. 
 



Maroons in Florida 
The term maroon is neither widely-used in the United States nor well-known. Maroon, 
coming from the Spanish cimarrón, is used to describe the diversity of people seeking 
freedom and liberty; Seminole becomes the term in Florida, with Black Seminole 
representing those people of African descend seeking freedom across the peninsula. This 
past has tragedies but the history is one of survival:  a heritage of freedom across Gulf Coast 
Florida. 

 
 
By the 17th century, the southeastern corner of North America was divided between Britain 
and Spain. Both empires allowed slavery. Freedom for the enslaved was a useful tool in 
imperial rivalries. In 1693, King Charles II proclaims those enslaved could find a haven in 
Spanish St. Augustine. Peoples of African descent lived in, and fought for their freedom at, 
Fort Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mosé, a place just north of St. Augustine popularly 
known as Fort Mosé. There were two occupations at the fort, the first from 1738 to 1740 
and the second from 1752 to 1763. In 1763, Spain transferred Florida to Great Britain and 
the settlement evacuated to Cuba; Florida returned to Spanish control in 1783 but Fort Mose 
no longer was a Black fortress. 

 



 
Fort Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mosé  
https://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/histarch/mose.htm 

 
In the Second Spanish Period (1783-1821), maroons come to a new haven for freedom, one 
established by Edward Nicolls and George Woodbine on the Apalachicola River. Those two 
men were British soldiers committed to freedom for the enslaved. Self-emancipated people, 
those born in freedom, and other maroons came to that fort and establish communities first 
on the Apalachicola River, then by the Suwannee River, and finally on the Manatee River. 
The Spanish Empire released Florida to the United States of America in 1821, under the 
Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819. A punishing raid down the Florida Gulf Coast destroyed 
Native American and maroon communities; some escaped to the British Bahamas and 
others to the Florida interior. Red Bays on Andros Island sustained the descendants through 
the generations. In Florida, maroons and Seminole peoples would rise up, starting in 1835 as 
the Second Seminole War.  
 
Florida as a haven of freedom offered many locations for the self-emancipated to hide and 
to thrive. For the early 19th century history of the maroons of the Florida Gulf Coast, a 
history intersecting with the activities of Great Britain, the United States, and Spain as well as 
Native Americans and others, three locations on the Gulf Coast matter. All three were 
located on major rivers.  
 



1. Prospect Bluff on the Apalachicola River 

 
Apalachicola River 

 
The borderlands between Spanish imperial control and the United States offered a haven for 
those escaping slavery and fighting for freedom. In 1814 Royal Marines under the leadership 
of Captain George Woodbine began training at the Apalachicola River. Edward Nicolls 
proclaimed those fighting with Britain would be British subjects; he organized a fort below 
the confluence of the Chattahoochee and Flint Rivers, and then another at Prospect Bluff. 
As hundreds rallied to the British fort, known to those in the USA as the Negro Fort, the US 
Navy entered the river. On July 27, 1816 the schooners Semilante and General Pike and 
gunboats No. 149 and 154 commanded by Sailing Master Jarius Loomis blew up the 
magazine and the fort; Garçon and an unnamed Choctaw leader were captured and killed.  
 
2. Suwanee River 
Survivors of the destruction at Prospect Bluff fled to the Suwannee River and the temporary 
safety of Bowlegs Town. A US military sketch map shows Seminoles in a nucleated village 
and maroons in scattered homesteads. 
 

 
1818 Sketch Map of the Indian and Negro Towns of the Suwany River 

from National Archives, Washington, D.C. 



 
In April 1818, what becomes known as the Battle of Suwannee has maroons hold off US 
army allowing escape further south, then the abandoned houses are destroyed. The survivors 
of the battle expand the size of maroon community on the Manatee River. 
 
3. Where the Braden River meets the Manatee River 

 
Manatee River, the southernmost of the four rivers that drain into Tampa Bay 

 
Maroons might have started the community on the Manatee River, in the southern part of 
Tampa Bay, in the late 18th century; after the Battle of Suwannee hundreds came to Angola 
seeking freedom. For several years, maroons built homes, tended fields, and traded with 
Cuban fishermen on the coast and Seminoles in the interior. In 1821, a military raid 
destroyed the community, capturing hundreds while others escaped to the Florida interior or 
to Cape Florida and ultimately to Andros Island in the British Bahamas.  

 



After the 1821 military raid, the survivors in the Florida interior probably joined the uprising 
known as the Second Seminole War (1835-1842). The ones who fled to the Bahamas 
reestablished a community and their descendants live on Andros Island to this day.  

 
Reconstructing Past Landscapes 

 
Archaeologists excavate for artifacts, the material culture left behind by people’s activities; 
archaeologists also delve into the archives, talk to descendants whose history is being studied 
and people who live near where the archaeologists are excavated. History, geography, 
journalism, and more are used to reconstruct what happened in history. Usually 
archaeologists describe how the place looked in words though sometimes they have artists 
draw their image of what life was like. Increasingly today archaeologists are turning to digital 
technologies to reconstruct the past. For the maroons of Gulf Coast Florida, we have 
created virtual worlds. Some of the evidence is below. 

 
 
 



Information for the Maroon Landscape at 
Prospect Bluff 

 
The US military drawing of the fort 

 
 
 
An account of the fort:  
The National Register Volume 7, Number 10 [March 6, 1819]  page 150 



 



 
 
Artifacts excavated by Stephen Poe, on display at Fort Gadsden State Historical Park 
 

 
 
 

Information on the Maroon Landscape at Angola 
 
An account of the community: John Lee Williams 1837 The Territory of Florida 

 
 
 
 



An analogy for those cabins 

 
Creator T. F. Gray and James. Title [An Indian town, residence of a chief : Florida] [graphic] 
Publication Date 1835. Note Lithographs of events in the Seminole War in Florida in 1835. 

Issued by T.F. Gray and James of Charleston, S.C., in 1837. URL 
http://fpc.dos.state.fl.us/reference/rc07272.jpg Type still image 

 
Artifacts excavated by Uzi Baram (available in a 2014 report: The Historical Archaeology of 
Looking for Angola at 8Ma103: Excavations and Public Outreach by the Manatee Mineral Spring, 
Manatee County, Florida. Report on the Public Anthropology Program Looking for Angola as 
an Update to 8Ma103, prepared for Reflections of Manatee, Inc., available at the Florida 
Master Site Files  

     
 

http://fpc.dos.state.fl.us/reference/rc07272.jpg


Virtual Worlds (VW) 
The virtual worlds are digital animated visualizations based on archaeological research. 
Edward González-Tennant and Diana González-Tennant created the digital reconstructions 
in 2016. They allow the viewer to walk the landscape of the early 19th-century maroon 
communities. For more on digital archaeology see: http://www.digital-heritage.net/  
 
 

Post-Explore 
 

Learn more about the maroons at 
http://sites.ncf.edu/baram/HeritageStudies/ReconstructingMaroonFlorida 

 
 
 

       
 

 

http://www.digital-heritage.net/

