TROUBLE IN THE HAPPY LAND
OR
THE GREAT WEST FLORIDA REBELLION

The motorist heading south from Natchez, Mississippi, soon comes to
an invisible line marking the 31st degree of Latitude north—once an
international boundary and now part of the boundaries for four American
states. Just across the line is a sign reading “Welcome to Louisiana-Bienvenu en Louisianne.” A person knowledgeable in the history of the area
might well correct the French portion of the sign to read “Bienvenido a
Florida,” for he is about to enter the one-time territory of the late and
unlamented Republic of West Florida.
Crossing the line, the traveler enters a county, or parish as we
say in Louisiana, which bears the mellifluous name of “Feliciana.” One
might conclude the name is Spanish for “The Happy Land,” since the fertile
farms and ancient moss-clad oaks that form the surrounding countryside
bespeak contentment. In reality, the choice of name was due less to the
feverish imagination of a Spanish real estate promoter, and more to the fact
that the French Creole wife of Don Bernardo de Galvez y Madrid, who
served as the Spanish governor of Louisiana from 1777 until 1783, bore the
lovely name of Marie Felice. Remember Galvez, the founder of Galveston,
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Texas, as he also played an important role in the history of what the locals
still refer to as the “Florida Parishes.”
St. Francisville, the Republic’s former capital, is just ahead. It is a
charming town, located on a bluff overlooking a flood plain that stops short
at the banks of the Mississippi River. Excuse me, did you say that St.
Francisville is on a bluff? Yes, because all the towns on the river’s east bank
from Memphis to Vicksburg to Natchez and on down to Baton Rouge are on
high ground. The low, flat, and extremely fertile land that we associate with
Louisiana stays mostly on the west side of the river until it spreads eastward
a few miles south of Baton Rouge.
Geologists call this area the Mississippi Embayment, an alluvial plain
created over a 7,000 year period as the Mississippi River deposited silt, clay
and sand into an estuary that once extended all the way from the Gulf of
Mexico to Cairo, Illinois. In the process of creating new land through
periodic flooding and retrocession, the river sometimes cut through one of
its looping channels in order to find a shorter route to the Gulf. One such
course change took place directly across from St. Francisville at the
eponymously named Pointe Coupée, or “Cut-Off Point.” The abandoned
channel survives as a large oxbow lake which, in colonial times, was
connected to the true channel at one end but not the other. The French called
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the lake La Rivière Fausse, or “False River,” because unwary voyageurs
who entered at the open end would discover after 15 miles of hard paddling
that they had to go back over the same 15 miles before they could regain the
true channel.
Another consequence of the land-building process is that the highest
land in an alluvial plain is next to a watercourse rather than away from it,
because periodic flooding leaves more heavy silt on the stream’s banks than
on the land that is farther away. This means that tributary streams in the
Lower Mississippi Delta flow away from the river rather than into it--or
would if they had not been blocked by control structures in the 19th Century.
The early settlers adopted an Indian word for streams like this, and called
them “bayous.”
One of these bayous, Bayou Manchac, used to exit the Mississippi
some 15 miles south of Baton Rouge, flow through a small lake called Lake
Maurepas, and then into Lake Ponchatrain, a much larger lake that exits
directly into the Gulf through two narrow passes. This shortcut between the
Gulf and the Mississippi River provided a vital waterway for the early
French settlers. The first permanent French settlement in the new colony of
Louisiana was not built on the Mississippi, because the land at the mouth
was too unstable, but rather along Mobile Bay at the future site of Mobile,
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Alabama. This location provided a good harbor, but it placed the settlement
some distance from the colony’s crucial water connection with Canada. The
problem was solved by using an established Indian trading route from the
Gulf Coast through Lake Ponchatrain and Bayou Manchac and on into the
Mississippi. This allowed small vessels to avoid the difficulties of entering
at the river’s mouth and permitted northward traffic to commence at a point
some 130 miles upriver.
The same shortcut provided a back door to the site for New Orleans,
which was established in 1718 at the head of a small bayou that flowed into
Lake Ponchatrain from a patch of slightly elevated ground about 95 miles
above the mouth of the Mississippi River. The founding of New Orleans
refocused the colony on the Mississippi, as had been the original intention,
with its eastern boundary at the Perdido River, separating Mobile from the
Spanish fort at Pensacola, and its western boundary somewhere between a
French fort at Natchitoches, in the far western part of modern Louisiana, and
a Spanish outpost at Nacogdoches, in the far eastern part of Texas.
By the 1730’s, the fledgling colony had expanded upriver and
established additional settlements at Baton Rouge, Pointe Coupée and
Natchez, with trading posts westward toward Natchitoches and northward as
far as the Yazoo and Arkansas Rivers. But France’s dream of controlling
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the Mississippi River watershed came to an end in 1763, when it and its
Spanish ally lost what we in America call the French and Indian War. In
the treaty that ended the war, Britain got Canada and all of France’s territory
east of the Mississippi River, except the city of New Orleans and its
surrounding area. This enclave, called the “Isle of Orleans,” was bounded by
Bayou Manchac and Lake Ponchatrain on the north and went down the east
bank of the Mississippi to its mouth. Spain received the Isle of Orleans, plus
all of French Louisiana west of the Mississippi. This outcome was not as
good as it sounds, because Spain had to cede Florida to Britain in order to
get Cuba back from its British occupiers.
When Britain took possession of its part of French Louisiana, it
combined this fragment with Spanish Florida and divided the resulting
territory into East Florida, with its capital at St. Augustine, and West
Florida, with its capital at Pensacola. The few French settlers who lived
around Mobile were encouraged to stay by an offer of religious freedom, and
many did. To further increase the population, small farmers from Germany
and the British Isles were recruited to settle along the Gulf Coast. There also
were land grants to British veterans of the French and Indian War, who
settled farther west along the small rivers that flow into Lake Ponchatrain
from the north. Immigration increased substantially in the run-up to the
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American Revolution, as Loyalists driven from their homes in the eastern
colonies and deserters from the American armies took refuge in the Floridas.
By 1779, these new arrivals had shifted the center of West Florida’s
population away from the areas around Mobile and Pensacola to the more
fertile lands along the banks of the Mississippi River.
Although East and West Florida remained loyal to the home country
during the American Revolution, West Florida did not escape the war. In
1779, Spain joined the French in supporting the American rebels, and
declared war on Great Britain. This brought our old friend Bernardo de
Galvez, the governor of Spanish Louisiana, back into the story. Acting
quickly to forestall a British plan to attack New Orleans, Galvez surprised
the British outpost at Manchac, took the fort at Baton Rouge by siege, and
forced the outflanked British to abandon Natchez. In 1780, he pressed on to
occupy Mobile, and in 1781 he took Pensacola after a four week campaign.
This left Spain in possession of West Florida when the American Revolution
came to an end in 1783. After much territorial horse trading at the Treaty of
Paris negotiations, the British eventually bought their peace by transferring
all of Florida, including the Louisiana bit, back to Spain.
Although most of the Loyalists in East Florida evacuated to Bermuda
on learning that Spain would be taking over the colony, many of the British
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in West Florida decided to stay on. The Spanish allowed the Loyalists and
the American deserters to remain, and also adopted policies to encourage
immigrants from the new American republic. A surprisingly indulgent
government allowed entry and the right to purchase land at bargain rates to
anyone who would promise to become Catholic and be loyal to Spain. Like
Henri IV in an earlier time, the mostly Protestant immigrants thought cheap
land was worth a mass, and happily took the required oaths.
It was about this time that the town of St. Francisville came into
being. In 1785, a general store and sawmill had been built on the floodplain
below the town’s future site at a point where a small creek, called Bayou
Sarah, entered the Mississippi. The location became an important stop for
keelboat traffic heading downstream from the Ohio country to New Orleans,
but by 1790 repeated flooding had convinced many of the residents to move
up to the ridge. Their village grew up around an existing burial ground
maintained by Capuchin monks for the use of the inhabitants of Pointe
Coupée, who had to row their dead across the river to find gravesites that
were not subject to periodic flooding. Hence the town’s name: St.
Francisville, for St. Francis of Assisi, the Capuchin’s patron saint and
founder.
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As the 18th Century faded from view, the peaceful agrarians of
Spanish West Florida were once again subjected to the geopolitical
machinations of faraway Europe. In 1800, Napoleon Bonaparte forced
Spain to cede back to France all the Louisiana territories that it had received
as the result of the 1763 peace treaty. What Napoleon planned to do with his
new possession is unclear, but the slave revolt in Haiti may have persuaded
him that North America was not the best place to display his talents. In any
event, Napoleon told the surprised American negotiators who went to Paris
in 1803 for the limited purpose of buying the Isle of Orleans that he was
willing to sell all of Louisiana to the United States for a mere $15 million, or
about 4 cents per acre.
It was a bargain by any standard. But what, exactly, had Napoleon
sold? The United States claimed it had purchased France’s territory as it
existed before 1763, including the part of Spanish West Florida that lay
between the Mississippi and Perdido Rivers. Spain, supported by France,
claimed it had not transferred this part of West Florida to Napoleon in the
1800 retrocession, because it had been acquired from Britain in the treaty
that ended the American Revolution. The United States protested, but on
December 20, 1803, when the French Tricolor came down and the American
flag was raised in New Orleans on the parade ground that we now know as
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Jackson Square, the Spanish refused to leave and continued to administer the
land between Baton Rouge and Mobile as part of their West Florida colony.
The many West Florida immigrants who had come into the Feliciana
country in the expectation that it would be included in the Louisiana
Purchase were outraged. In 1804, Reuben Kemper, a member of the
Cincinnati Kemper family, led a small revolt against Spanish rule. It was
quickly snuffed out, and he fled to safety in the Mississippi Territory.
However, the restlessness remained, and Anglo grievances began to mount.
In addition to the usual complaints about venial officials who had to be
bribed in order to get necessary certificates and licenses, there were
unresolved title disputes resulting from overlapping British and Spanish land
grants. To this may be added the slowness of judicial process in general, as
the local authorities often had to defer decisions on non-trivial matters to
distant Pensacola and sometimes to even more distant Havana.
When Don Carlos de Hault de Lassus, the newly appointed governor,
arrived in Baton Rouge in 1807, he found an administration in chaos. His
predecessor had been removed on suspicion of pro-French sympathies and
sent to Havana for trial. The fort at Baton Rouge was in disrepair, powder
was low, and the garrison’s small contingent of regular soldiers was
inadequate to defend a district that stretched some 90 miles from the
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Mississippi to the Pearl River. The home country was caught in the middle
of the struggle between France and Britain for mastery of Europe, and there
was no hope of reinforcements for his remote and insignificant outpost.
Worse, he had to communicate with his English-speaking civilian officials
through an interpreter, and there was distrust on all sides.
A difficult situation became impossible when the Corsican again cast
his shadow over Louisiana. In March, 1808, a mutiny forced King Carlos
IV of Spain to abdicate in favor of his son, Ferdinand VII. Ferdinand turned
to Napoleon for help, but Napoleon renounced his former alliance with the
Bourbon dynasty, arrested Ferdinand, and put his brother Joseph Bonaparte
on the Spanish throne. On May 2, 1808, anti-French rioting in Madrid, so
brilliantly portrayed in Goya’s Dos de Mayo paintings, sparked a popular
uprising throughout the country. With the legitimate government displaced
by the French, the rebels formed councils, or juntas, in Cuba, Mexico and
other parts of Latin America to act on behalf of the imprisoned Ferdinand.
The prospect of a French takeover was alarming indeed. De Lassus
had already discovered two Bonapartist agitators at Baton Rouge, who had
escaped across the river hurling threats to return with a greater force. If
Spain could not protect them from Napoleon, and the United States was
pursuing a policy of neutrality in the European conflict, the alarmed planters
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decided to organize their own defense. The juntas that had sprung up in
other parts of Spanish America provided a precedent, but the planters’
objective was not the same. Although they loudly protested their loyalty to
Ferdinand to avoid an all-expenses-paid trip to Havana’s Morro Castle, their
real objective was to protect their own interests by exercising the powers of
government until the situation in Europe settled down. Maybe West Florida,
or all of Florida, would be swapped for something else at the peace
negotiations, as had happened in 1763 and 1783, or maybe the United States
would take over, or maybe they could gain full independence.
De Lassus got his first news of plotting among the Anglos from Don
Tomas de Estevan, his deputy at St. Francisville, who reported the
circulation of an anonymous petition calling for a meeting of the inhabitants
of the Feliciana District “to discuss measures to restore public tranquility.”
Rather than coming in force as Estevan had urged, de Lassus sent two Anglo
subordinates to investigate. Before they could arrive, the leaders of the
movement pushed into de Estevan’s bedroom, rejected his claim of sickness
(one called it “yellow” fever), and bullied him into approving the meeting.
On reaching St. Francisville, de Lassus’s investigators interviewed Estevan
and the parish priest, and met in secret with the men behind the proposal.
Influenced perhaps by what they heard in the secret meeting, or by their own
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wavering loyalty, the subordinates returned to Baton Rouge and told de
Lassus that the organizers were loyal and should be allowed to proceed with
their meeting.
The meeting took place on June 23, 1810, with over 500 people in
attendance. It was proposed and approved by voice vote that a Committee
of Public Safety comprised of representatives from the Feliciana District and
the four other districts under de Lessus’ command be established to exercise
the powers of government. De Lassus would continue as governor,
representing the absent King, but the real power would be in the hands of the
Committee. On July 2, a similar group met in the Baton Rouge District and
endorsed the plan of the Feliciana meeting. De Lassus wasn’t fooled by the
professions of loyalty, but he felt himself powerless to resist what in reality
was a slow-motion coup d’état. Over the objections of his officers, he
approved the Baton Rouge and Feliciana proposals, and allowed the election
of delegates to go forward.
In July and August, the delegates worked on a plan for the structure of
a new government to be presented to a Convention of the people. The result
was an ordinance setting forth detailed provisions for organizing the militia,
creating a judicial system, regulating immigration, establishing a system of
uniform weights and measures, and levying taxes to pay the expenses of
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government, including a salary for de Lassus. De Lassus was smart enough
not to take the salary, but, to the surprise of observers in Natchez and New
Orleans, he approved the ordinance! He also honored the delegates with two
elaborate “peace” dinners attended by his staff in full dress uniforms and
accompanied with 21-gun salutes—probably not the best use of powder
under the circumstances.
What de Lassus would not do was approve a proposal to distribute
arms to the newly organized militia, or consent to the appointment of Fulwar
Skipwith, who was the delegate’s choice for Chief Justice of the new
Supreme Court. Nor did he allow the rank of general for Philemon Thomas,
the new head of the militia, saying a colonelcy (his own rank) was good
enough. And he made it clear that everything he did was subject to the
approval of the Governor General in Havana.
This small show of reluctance aroused suspicions that de Lassus was
playing a double game. Those suspicions were confirmed on September 20,
when members of Philemon Thomas’ staff intercepted letters to Governor
Folsch in Pensacola urging him to come at once with troops to prevent a
takeover of the government. On the same day, Estevan fled to Baton Rouge
after the Convention ordered him to turn the post’s supplies over to the

13

militia. Both sides had now shown their hands, and the Convention’s
leaders resolved to move at once against the fort at Baton Rouge.
De Lassus spent the next two days in frantic activity to put the fort in
readiness for an anticipated assault. Although not in the best of repair, the
fortifications were basically sound on the side facing the town. There was a
palisade fronting a 9 foot deep dry moat and high earthen walls on which
were mounted a few nondescript cannon. There was a strong blockhouse
within the walls, and the main gate was flanked with four serviceable
cannons loaded with grapeshot. All in all, this nut would be difficult to
crack without ordinance, and the Convention had none.
The river side was a different story. One of the men knew that there
was a gap in the palisades through which the garrison’s cows were allowed
to pass in early morning so they could graze outside during the day. If the
cows could get out in the early morning, Philemon Thomas reasoned that his
cavalry could get in the same way. Circling behind the fort and climbing up
the steep river bluff in the pre-dawn mists, the cavalry troopers entered
through the gap and silently lined up on the river side of the parade ground
just as day was breaking. The astonished guards ordered the mounted men
back, and opened fire when they kept coming. The attackers returned fire,
rushed the artillery crews before they could turn their guns around, and
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opened the gate for Thomas’ infantry. De Lassus came rushing in from
town, where he had spent the night, and was taken prisoner, along with those
of the garrison soldiers who hadn’t managed to escape.
The triumphant rebels replaced the red and gold banner of Spain with
a navy blue flag on which a single white star had been stitched the night
before by the wife of one of the attackers. This lone star flag was witness to
a splendid victory. The attackers suffered no casualties; the defenders lost
two killed, two wounded and 16 captured. The imprisoned soldiers were
soon released and allowed to make their way to New Orleans, where they
took passage for Pensacola. De Lassus stayed in custody, but he, too, was
eventually permitted to go across to Pointe Coupée in American territory.
Justly apprehensive about a possible court martial, he never set foot on
Spanish soil again. Instead, he moved to New Orleans, where he married a
socially prominent French Creole lady and lived happily thereafter as a
distinguished local figure. He died in 1848 at the ripe old age of 78.
On September 25, 1810, the rebels returned to St. Francisville, issued
a declaration of independence from Spain and met in Convention to
complete the work of organizing a government for the newly proclaimed
Republic of West Florida. The assembled delegates selected St. Francisville
as the capital, adopted the lone star flag as the Republic’s ensign, and
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approved a constitution based on the earlier ordinance. Fulwar Skipwith, no
longer a rejected wannabe judge, was elected Governor, and Philemon
Thomas, a general at last, led the militia on a successful expedition to
subdue the remaining pockets of resistance along the Pearl River. The
Convention also sent Reuben Kemper, newly returned from safety in the
Mississippi Territory, to bring the settlers at Mobile into the fold, by force if
necessary. However, his expedition failed, and the Convention’s effective
area of control never extended beyond the Pearl River.
To paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, the Anglo settlers now had a
Republic—if they could keep it. Or rather, if they wanted to keep it.
Although there was some sentiment for full independence, or even for a
return to British control, a strong majority wanted to be incorporated into the
United States. But they also hoped to use their independence as a
bargaining chip to obtain terms. These included a general amnesty for
Loyalists and the other refugees from American justice, recognition of the
Spanish land grants where they conflicted with earlier British grants, and, of
course, payment of the Convention’s expenses.
While these tumultuous events were taking place in the Feliciana
country, Governor David Holmes of the Mississippi Territory and Governor
W.C.C. Claiborne of the Territory of Orleans had kept President Madison up
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to date on developments. When Madison learned of the Convention’s
declaration of independence, he decided he had to act quickly. On October
27, 1810, he issued a proclamation stating that West Florida was part of the
Louisiana Purchase, and ordered Governor Claiborne to take possession of
the territory. Claiborne, who had been in Washington consulting with
Madison, hurried overland to the army encampment near Natchez. Arriving
on December 1, he ordered a detachment of 300 troops with two field pieces
to go ahead to Pointe Coupée while he waited for copies of Madison’s
proclamation to be printed. That accomplished, Claiborne went by barge to
Pointe Coupée and from there sent messengers across the river with the
printed proclamations.
There followed a series of meetings between Claiborne and
representatives of the Convention to consider Claiborne’s position on terms.
Claiborne promised clemency, but refused to recognize the Republic’s
sovereignty or to listen to any proposals for a negotiated transfer of power.
Realizing that they could get nothing from Claiborne, the Republic’s leaders
invited him to come across with his troops to St. Francisville and take
control. This he did on December 7 and, in a brief ceremony arranged to
preserve the honor of the Republic’s militia, the lone star flag was reverently
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lowered and replaced by the Stars and Stripes. This was the first time the
American flag had ever flown over any part of Florida.
Not everyone accepted the idea of surrendering without a fight.
Governor Skipwith was so deeply offended by Madison’s high handedness
that he departed with a handful of men for the fort at Baton Rouge, vowing
to defend it to the last extremity. But Claiborne knew Skipwith actually
favored union with the United States, and sent Governor Holmes on ahead to
soothe his feelings. After a flowery exchange of platitudes, the mollified
first (and last) Governor of the Republic of West Florida agreed to surrender
the fort--a Pauline conversion that may have been assisted by news that five
gunboats bearing Claiborne and his troops had been sighted just two miles
up the river.
Thanks to Holmes’ intervention, bloodshed was averted and, in a
Gilbert and Sullivan moment, the Republic’s last official act took place on
the parade ground of the fort at Baton Rouge. By pre-agreement, Skipwith’s
men assembled around the fort’s flagpole, saluted and lowered their flag,
marched out, and stacked arms. Claiborne’s men then entered the fort and
raised the flag of the United States. With the performance of this graceful
minuet, the Republic of West Florida officially ceased to exist on the tenth
day of December, 1810. It had lasted just 74 days.
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***
Well, the Great West Florida Rebellion wasn’t much of a rebellion
after all. Indeed, it can more properly be seen as the first in a series of
American aggressions against its southern neighbors that left the United
States in possession of all of Florida, Texas, California, and more than a
third of Old Mexico.
But let us save that unpleasant thought for another day, and focus
instead on the Republic’s lone star flag and the spirit of independence that it
represented for future generations. A near replica was used by the Texans
who revolted against Mexico in 1836, and one panel of the Texas state flag
still displays a single white star on a blue field. In 1861, the lone star flag
was displayed at the Mississippi convention that assembled in Jackson to
vote on secession, and it served for a while as one of the early flags of the
Confederacy. A popular music hall ballad of the time called it the “Bonnie
Blue Flag,” and that is what it is still called by Civil War buffs around the
world.
With a Yankee battle flag hanging over our fireplace, I would not dare
offer a toast to the Bonnie Blue Flag, any more than I would venture a dram
to honor “the King across the water” without having sure knowledge of Dr.
Johnson’s Jacobite sentiments. But one thing I can tell you is that the lone
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star, if not the flag, shines on even in Cincinnati. You will find it at Burnett
Woods in the star-shaped roof of a pavilion erected to commemorate the gift
of two cannon that Cincinnatians sent to aid Texas in its war for
independence. Should you ever go there, think, if only for a moment, of the
long-forgotten Republic of West Florida that first gave life to the lone star
flag.
FINIS
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