
The Two Battles of Loxahatchee
In January 2013, the Loxahatchee Battlefield Preservationists commemorated 
the 175th Annivseray of the two Battles of the Loxahatchee. The first battle 
occurred on January 15, 1838, on the Loxahachee River with a small force 
of soldiers and sailors led by Navy Lieutenant Levin Powell. The fight was 
short and fierce with the Seminoles forcing Powell’s command to retreat to 
the river leaving their dead on the field. When word reached Major General 
Thomas Jesup, commander of military forces in Florida, he moved with a 
large force of soliders and militia to the Loxahatchee River to engage the 
Seminoles on the site of the earlier battle. The second battle (January 24, 
1838) was the last large engagment of the Second Seminole War (1835-1842).

The following article is reprinted from Guns Across the 
Loxahatchee written by Richard Procyk. Mr. Procyk 
led the way to find and save this battlefield. He gave 
permission to reprint Chapter 8 from his book about 
the two battles.

The Two Battles of Loxahatchee

Section of an 1838 map showing the locations of the Battle of Okeechobee 
(Col. Z. Taylor’s Battle), the two Battles of Loxahatchee, and the location 
of Fort Jupiter which was estbalished following the second battle (Jesup’s 
Batttle). Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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Jesup’s Multipronged Attack

During the initial phase of the Second Seminole War the 
military strategy of using a three-pronged assault, which had 
been used with some success against the Red Sticks in the Creek 
Wars, was adopted again by Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott. This time, 
however, Scott’s strategy failed to defeat the Seminoles, who 
faded away into the Florida swamps after every hit-and run attack 
on his troops. Now General Jesup, using a somewhat similar 
though greatly expanded strategy, increased the column from 
three to seven, hoping to trap the Seminoles and force them to 
stand and fight.

Of the first three columns sent south, one was headed by Col. 
Zachary Taylor along with his U.S. regulars and the Missouri 
Volunteers, who would control an area between the Kissimmee 
River and Pease Creek; another, led by Col. Persifor F. Smith 
and his Louisiana Volunteers, would cover the area near the 
Caloosahatchee River; and the third, commanded by Lt. Levin 
M. Powell of the U.S. Navy, leading a mixed force of 85 sailors, 
volunteer infantry, and artillery, was assigned to patrol the east 
coast and the Everglades.

These three columns were to prevent the Seminoles from 
slipping away into the southern wetlands as the main force, 
divided into four columns. marched down the peninsula. The four 
columns were to advance toward the headwaters of the St. Johns 
River, covering the peninsula from west to east. Then two of these 
columns, the third and fourth, would converge at Fort Mellon, a 
major staging area, commanded by Brig. Gen. Abraham Eustis. 
Major Lauderdale, with his Tennessee Volunteers, was ordered 
to encamp at Fort Mellon and hold it until the arrival of General 
Eustis.

During the last few months of 1837, General Jesup found 
himself in control of the largest army of regulars and volunteers 
to be mobilized since the beginning of the Seminole war, with 
almost too many men and horses to feed and supply adequately. 
At its peak, his force totaled nearly 9,000 men. The authorized 
strength of the entire regular army in the United States at that time 
was only 7,130, and approximately 4,000 of these regular troops 
were in Florida. The remainder of Jesup’s force was made up of 
militia and volunteers.

Thousands of volunteers and militiamen were mustered into 
and out of service during the seven-year war. In 1835 and 1836
almost 13,000 of these citizen-soldiers served, if only for short 
periods, and almost 40,000 troops, regulars and volunteers, 
fought during the war.

The Seminoles, on the other hand, were holding off this army 
with 1500 warriors and probably no more than 600 black allies. 
Jackson, in a memo to Poinsett, estimated the figure at “600 
Indian warriors and 250 Negroes,” and went on to say, “They 
will soon be taken and counted and then [we’ll] see their real 
strength.” Jackson also advised Jesup through Secretary Poinsett 
on how to win the war. With reference to the Seminole chiefs 
including Osceola, to whom Jackson usually called “powel,” “I 

hope,” he wrote, “the moment he gets ‘powel’ and their chiefs in 
his power, [he] will hold them fast.” Jesup may have seriously 
contemplated Jackson’s suggestion in the difficult months that lay 
ahead, when in fact, Jesup did hold Osceola “fast” after arresting 
the chief under a white flag of truce.

In the interim, Lauderdale’s battalion was assigned to the 
east-coast column under Brig. Gen. Joseph M. Hernandez of the 
Florida militia. His column also consisted of the First and Fourth 
Artillery Regiments and Lt. Levin Mynn Powell’s (USN) water-
borne Everglades Expeditionary Unit. Hernandez was ordered to 
proceed from St. Augustine to Fort Mellon and search the country 
between the St. Johns River and the coast.

Later General Jesup’s mounted troops separated from the 
slow-moving wagon train headed by General Eustis and headed 
southward from Fort Christmas,built and garrisoned by December 
30, 1837.

Before this troop separation, Surgeon Nathan Jarvis (who 
earlier, on October 21, 1837, had witnessed Osceola’s capture and 
march to Fort Marion), watched the column with 1500 men, 1000 
horses, and 70 wagons slowly crossing the “wilderness of grass” 
as the temperature rose to 103 degrees in the sun and as the “men 
and ... animals quickly gave out.”

Another surgeon, Jacob Rhett Motte (in his journal, later 
published as Journey into Wilderness), at first found his trip a 
little easier. He was aboard the steamer Florida with General 
Hernandez and his staff as they sailed for New Smyrna at 
Mosquito Inlet on the northeastern coast. Motte stayed at the inlet 
with some sailors and soldiers, while the general returned to St. 
Augustine by sea to take command of his mounted troops for their 
march south along the coast. This force, comprising part of the 
dragoons under Maj. James A. Ashby and Lauderdale’s Tennessee 
Volunteers, then set out to cut a new trail to New Smyrna. Motte 
describes his voyage by sea with a detachment of sailors and 
soldiers commanded by J. B. Magruder and tells how they headed 
toward Mosquito Lagoon and then to a place called the Haulover, 
at its southern end. (The Haulover was the portage where the 
Indians often dragged their canoes overland from the lagoon to 
the Indian River.) The Hernandez force was to rendezvous with 
the Magruder detachment at the Haulover. Lieutenant Powell and 
his sailors also arrived at the lagoon in command of thirty-three 
small boats, which had to be portaged to the Indian River.

Motte describes the scene: “When drawn up in line they 
presented a curious blending of black and white, like the keys 
of a piano forte; many of the sailors being coloured men. There 
was also an odd alternation of tarpaulin hats and pea-jackets, 
with forage caps and soldiers tip roundabouts; soldiers and 
sailors, white men and black; being all thrown into the ranks 
indiscriminately, a beautiful specimen of mosaic; thus modifying 
sailor’s ardour with soldiers’s discipline.”

This interservice mix of whites and blacks may be one of the 
few early instances of integration recorded in the U.S. armed 
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forces. Motte states the sailors were with them for Christmas 
Day, 1837, and the celebration included gopher soup and whiskey 
toddy.

On the same day, further south, a major battle was raging 
unknown to army and navy detachments bivouacked to the 
northeast. Col. Zachary Taylor’s column of army regulars and 
Missouri Volunteers were involved in the largest engagement of 
the war - the Battle of Okeechobee.

The next day Lieutenant Powell and his command embarked 
down Indian River to begin their expedition in an area overrun 
with Seminoles who had been pushed to the southeast after the 
battle. Although fresh Indian trails heading south were located, 
Powell’s contingent continued to scout and search for Indian 
settlements, as they selected suitable sites for depots, stockades, 
and forts.

After the orders were issued on December 29, 1837, Motte 
accompanied Powell’s column to Indian River Inlet, 90 miles 
south of the Haulover. A few days later they moved over to the 
west side of Indian River, just four miles south of the inlet and 
pitched their tents on the highest point of land, which they named 
“the bluff.” The troops built a blockhouse of palmetto logs there, 
naming it Fort Pierce after their commander, Col. Benjamin K. 
Pierce.

On January 14, 1838, General Jesup and his staff, moving 
faster than the Eustis column, arrived at Fort Pierce along with the 
Second Dragoons and volunteers ftom Alabama and Tennessee 
under the command of Col. David E. Twiggs. They had come 
from Camp Lloyd, thirty miles to the west, to obtain provisions 
for themselves and their horses.

Conditions at Fort Pierce, however, were no better, as the 
supply ship had failed to arrive at the expected time. Colonel 

Pierce, therefore, sent the First Artillery back to 
the Haulover in Mackinaw (flat-bottomed) boats 
to obtain provisions for the men and forage for 
the horses. General Jesup’s troops, meanwhile, 
rested and enjoyed fish and oysters from the 
inlet after their hard march. Finally, General 
Eustis with his troops and wagon train arrived 
at Camp Lloyd, where he waited until Jesup 
returned from Fort Pierce. The columns were 
then united.

The Battle of Okeechobee

About this time Capt. Harvey Brown of the 
regulars, who had been sent to scout the interior 
by Powell, returned with news of Col. Zachary 
Taylor’s big clash with the Seminoles - the Battle 
of Okeechobee - just north of the lake, where 
26 soldiers were killed and 112 wounded. On 
Christmas Day, 1837, Taylor’s column of more 
than 800 men battled against 380 Seminoles led 
by Wild Cat (Coacoochee), Alligator, Sam Jones 

(Arpeika), Halleck Tustenuggee, and John Cavallo with his black 
warriors. Although Taylor declared the battle a victory, his troops 
suffered the most casualties of any battle in the war, while the 
Seminoles lost 11 killed and 14 wounded. Many of the dead and 
wounded troops, almost 30 percent, were Missouri Volunteers. 
They had been placed in the front line and ordered to lead the 
assault. Their commander, Col. Richard Gentry, was among those 
mortally wounded in the first moment of the battle.

Taylor placed his regulars from 50 to 100 yards behind 
the volunteers, holding the Fourth and Sixth Infantry to the 
rear while his First Infantry was held in reserve. Later when 
Missourians demanded that Taylor be held accountable for 
putting “green” troops in the front line, Taylor claimed that the 
Missouri Volunteers broke after a volley or two and retired in 
disorder. Taylor, however, like some other officers of the regular 
army, often held the volunteers in contempt. About a month later 
Surgeon Motte and Lieutenant Powell would also express disdain 
for the volunteers after the two Battles of Loxahatchee.

Although Taylor claimed a great victory, one that was to bring 
him promotion to brigadier general, the battle was remembered as 
a disaster by the Missourians. Later, Secretary Poinsett declared 
that “no blame can rightly be attached to [Taylor] ... for placing 
the volunteers in the front rank.” When Zachary Taylor became 
the 12th President of the United States, some years later, many 
attributed his success in politics to the fame he received at the 
Battle of Okeechobee.

Meanwhile, Capt. Harvey Brown’s news of the battle spread 
like wildfire through Jesup’s encampment. The men were 
concerned about the high casualties the Seminoles had inflicted 
on Taylor’s troops and especially on the Missouri Volunteers.

Jesup’s battle plan to contain the Seminoles.  Based on Map 8.1, Chapter 8, in Guns Across the 
Loxahatchee.
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Powell’s Battle

This quiet concern increased on January 16, when Powell’s column returned after a sharp 
encounter with the Seminoles near the Loxahatchee River. After the impact of Taylor’s battle, 
Powell’s report of casualties - four killed, including Surgeon Leitner, Motte’s friend and associate, 
and twenty-two wounded - came as disheartening news.

Powell reported that while searching the St. Lucie area he had a brief skirmish with a small 
band of Indians. Powell’s command then discovered a fresh Indian trail that indicated a larger 
group had been moving in a southerly direction. Although Powell had sent Midshipman Peter 
U. Murphy and Capt. Brown of the army into the interior to conduct a reconnaissance, he still 
had no idea that the Battle of Okeechobee had recently taken place and that the Indians after this 
battle had moved into the same area he was exploring. In fact, Sam Jones (Arpeika), who was 
a participant in Taylor’s battle, took his band southeast into the Loxahatchee River and Jupiter 
area, where the sailors would soon stumble into the Seminole camp.

Powell with fifty-five sailors and twenty-five soldiers, with the water-borne Everglades 
Expeditionary Unit, sailed down to the Jupiter Inlet and then west into the area of the southwest 
fork of the Jupiter River. They disembarked and placed twenty-three men to secure and guard 
their boats as they located a fresh trail and captured a Seminole woman who advised them that 
several bands of Seminoles were camped nearby.

The woman, acting as their guide, took them five miles to the head of a cypress swamp, where 
they were met with war whoops and hot musket fire. Powell’s command had been divided into 
three contingents, with Acting Lieutenants William P. McArthur and Horace N. Harrison, USN, 
in charge of two and Lt. Henry W. Fowler, USA, on charge of the artillery.

With the first war whoop and musket fire Powell ordered an immediate charge across the 
swamp. The Indians at first fell back slowly into the heart of the cypress swamp and then stiffened 
their resistance. As the Indian musket fire intensified Lieutenant Harrison was shot, leaving his 
contingent without a leader. Powell ordered Lieutenant McArthur to take charge of Harrison’s 
group, but confusion reigned; the Seminoles were experienced guerrilla fighters and increased 
their fire while making nerve-shattering yells and war whoops. Their withering fire took its toll, 
as McArthur went down and with him Dr. Frederick Leitner, a naval surgeon, who had received 
a mortal wound.

Many of the sailors of the leaderless contingent, who were raw recruits and lacked discipline, 
now broke ranks and ran for the boats. Lieutenant Fowler, commanding the First Artillery, 
covered the retreating sailors, but he was soon wounded and forced out of action. Powell, also 
wounded, realized that a near panic situation had set in and ordered a withdrawal of the remaining 
force. With Fowler down, Joseph E. Johnston (the future Confederate general) took charge and 
directed the rearguard action of the army regulars and prevented what might well have become 
the “Powell Massacre.”

In his journal surgeon Motte wrote in glowing terms of Johnston’s actions: “He had seven 
balls through different parts of his clothes; two passing through his hat. ... The coolness, courage 
and judgement he displayed at the most critical and trying emergency was ... praise[d by] ... 
everyone who beheld him.” Joseph Eggeston Johnston, whose mother was the niece of Patrick 
Henry, would one day command the last Confederate Army during the final days of the Civil 
War.

Powell’s command finally reached the boats and returned to the Indian River Inlet and then to 
Fort Pierce. George E. Buker (in his book Swamp Sailors) reflects 
on Powell’s bitterness after his defeat at the Jupiter Inlet and quotes 
his report: “The seamen were all landsmen and three-fifths of 
the [soldiers] were volunteers. I could have taught them to make 
watches as easily as to learn the one to handle an oar and the other 
a musket.”

As a postscript to his report to the Secretary of the Navy, Powell 
wrote:

Some of the major 
combatants, top to bottom: 
Major General Thomas S. 
Jesup (HSPBC), Lieutenant 
Levin Powell, (Library of 
Congress), Colonel William 
Harney (Florida State 
Archives), and Coacoochee, 
also known as Wildcat 
(Florida State Archives).
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of the 96 sent
1 was a petty officer
8 were seamen of which 1 deserted
16 were 0 [ rdinary] Seamen
64 Landsmen 1 deserted
9 boys.

Powell’s tone became more heated as he continues: “Amongst 
the above there were the lame - blind - deaf and idiotic ... making a 
most important component of the expedition fatal to its success.”

While the army doctors attended the wounded at Fort Pierce, 
the mood and talk in camp centered on the bloody “victory” of 
Taylor’s men near Lake Okeechobee, and the rout and defeat of 
Powell’s command near the Jupiter Inlet.

The army high command, no doubt smarting from these 
events, decided to proceed immediately to the Loxahatchee 
River to confront the Seminoles who had gathered there. Forced 
to go inland in a westerly direction to get around swamps and 
the St. Lucie River, General Jesup’s column, as stated earlier, 
met the Eustis column at Camp Lloyd. General Eustis arrived 
with the Third and Fourth Artillery, baggage wagons, and a 
train of ambulances that slowed the 200-mile march through the 
watery wilderness. His column had to cut roads through almost 
impenetrable hammocks, build bridges, and push the wagons 
through swamp muck that took its toll on men, mules, and horses. 

Captain Nathan Jarvis, the army surgeon attached to the Eustis 
column, reports in his diary on the twenty-day march from Fort 
Mellon to the Jupiter Inlet as follows:

We arrive after . .. one of the most extraordinary marches 
ever made in this or any other country, considering the 
obstacles to overcome. For nearly Two hundred miles we 
have passed through an unknown region, cutting roads 
through dense hammocks, passing innumerable cypress 
swamps and pine barrens, interspersed with a nearly 
impassable growth of saw-palmetto, and for the last three 
days, wading nearly the whole time up to the men’s waists 
in water. Our privations have not been less than our 
fatigue, the men being almost naked, and one-third of them 
destitute of shoes.

Another officer of the Second Dragoons wrote: “Our march 
from Fort Mellon to the southern portion of Florida was marked 
by ... a great destruction of the finest horses that I have ever seen. 
Our regiment suffered a great loss - one that I fear will not be 
made up in some time.”

In his journal, Surgeon Motte recounts the story of the march 
from Fort Lloyd. He tells us that, after a stockade was built at 
Fort Lloyd with a small force left to man it, “the whole of our 
united forces [1500 men] took up the line of march south - in the 
direction of Lt. Powell’s battleground, where we expected to meet 
the [Seminoles].” The combined forces he mentions included the 
men under Generals Eustis and Jesup which were 600 dragoons, 
400 artillery, 500 Tennessee and Alabama Volunteers, and 35 
Delaware Indians.

Marching in water all day, they found that the evening brought 
its own brand of anxiety. With submerged prairies everywhere 
they found it difficult to discover a place sufficiently free of water 
to pitch their tents and spread their blankets.

At dawn on January 20, 1838, the weary and water-logged 
army marched south with the artillery, wagons, and pack mules 
in the center column, the dragoons in a single file 100 yards away 
on the right flank, the volunteers at the same distance on the left 
flank, forming three columns. The wagons, horses, and pack 
mules in particular had great difficulties passing through what 
appeared to be one continuous swamp. The men and animals had 
to push through mud and muck, as well as saw palmetto and saw 
grass that tore at the horses’ legs and shredded the clothing of the 
men. The soldiers’ shoes rotted off their feet, which were then 
badly lacerated by the saw palmetto and cypress heads.

The army was soon patching up their tattered and torn uniforms 
wirh “old corn bags” and any other material that could be found. 
The men slept in their clothes, which were usually wet for weeks 
at a time. And when the mules or horses could not pull the wagons 
through mud, mangrove roots, and marshy bogs, the men on foot 
had to drag them.

Motte continues: “[O]n the 24th of January [1838], we renewed 
our march... cutting roads through dense hammocks; passing 
innumerable cypress swamps ... saw palmetto; and wading in 
water nearly up to the men’s waists. . .”

At noon that day, General Jesup received word from the 
advanced guard that the Seminoles had posted themselves in a 
dense hammock and had fired on the lead file of dragoons. He 

As in previous battles during the Seminole War, the Indians 
had their choice of the battlefield’s location and chose it with 
great care, usually with an almost impassable slough and 
cypress swamp in front of the hammock where they lay hidden.

-Richard J. Procyk
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immediately gave orders to advance and attack the Indians - his 
first opportunity in the war to personally lead men into battle.

The Battle at the
Loxahatchee River

As in previous battles during the Seminole War, the Indians 
had their choice of the battlefield location and chose it with great 
care, usually with an almost impassable slough and cypress 
swamp in front of the hammock where they lay hidden.

A month earlier, at the Battle of Okeechobee, the Seminoles 
used a similar strategy, positioning themselves on a high 
hammock and separating themselves from the troops with an 
almost impassable swamp that was waist deep. The Seminoles 
there even cut the saw grass, generally five feet high, hacking it 
short to expose the soldiers who had to carry their weapons over 
their heads in the brackish mud and water.

General Jesup’s soldiers now faced such a battlefield situation, 
as the Seminoles pulled the troops to the southeast to ensure that 
they would be caught in the cypress swamp, which was nearly 
a half mile wide. The Tennessee Volunteers and the dragoons, 
who led the chase and were hot on the heels of the Seminoles, 
were drawn into a watery stronghold of mud, water, and cypress 
knees that caused the horses to stumble and sink up to their saddle 
girths. As the mounted men struggled and floundered over the 
slippery, bruising cypress knees, they had to dismount and charge 
the hammock on foot, where they were caught in a heavy musket 
fire sometimes at close range.

The soldiers gradually pressed the Seminoles back 
into a dense hammock where visibiliry was reduced 
to a few feet. While the dragoons and volunteers were 
charging the Seminole stronghold, the artillerymen 
came up and joined the battle using field artillery (six-
pounders and howitzers) at the edge of the hammock.

Surgeon Motte, an eyewitness, describes the scene:

Congreve rockets also contributed their terrible 
whizzing toward increasing the stunning uproar that 
raged on all sides. The Indians yelled and shrieked; 
the rifles cracked, and their balls whistled; the 
musketry rattled; the congreve rockets whizzed; the 
artillery bellowed; the shells burst; and take it all 
in all there was created no small racket for awhile.

Despite the hot fire, the army pushed across the 
swamp into the dense hammock where the Loxahatchee 
River, (Motte’s “Locha-Hatchee”) about 35 feet wide, 
ran through its center. Unlike the earlier Battle of 
Okeechobee, the Seminoles retreated to a second 
position which they had prepared beforehand, on the 
opposite side of the river. Using the shallow river ford 
- Indian Crossing - they quickly regrouped and waited 
for the troops to follow.

The hammock on both sides of the river was heavily wooded. 
In preparation for the soldiers, the Seminoles had cleared areas 
around the cypress trees where notches were cut to rest their 
rifles. Some hid in the trees that overlooked the river and were 
deadly with their rifle fire.

Motte reported that the troops plunged into the water “in the 
face of a shower of balls which whistled about their ears.” In a 
letter written January 26, 1838, from “Head Quarters, Army of 
the South, Camp on Jupiter River (the Loxahatchee),” General 
Jesup wrote to Secretary of War Joel Poinsett that Col. William 
S. Harney “succeeded in crossing the creek with a few men of the 
2nd Dragoons and took a position on their flank which no doubt 
hastened their retreat.” 

Before Harney and his men dashed across the creek, General 
Jesup urged the Tennessee Volunteers to move forward. They had 
taken cover on the left side of the scrimmage line (north), where 
the heaviest Indian fire was concentrated. The intense crossfire 
from the Seminole’s new and formidable position across the river 
had abruptly stopped the volunteers’ forward momentum. General 
Jesup rode up to the Tennesseans and dismounted. Drawing his 
pistol, he ordered them to follow him and charged ahead. When 
he reached the riverbank he stopped and looked around - only to 
find that he was alone. Just then a musket ball struck and shattered 
his glasses, cutting his left cheek just below the eye. Still calling 
to the Tennesseans, the general picked up his broken glasses and 
moved to the rear.

The consequences of this incident did not end here, as the bad 
blood generated berween the army regulars and the volunteers 
continued [army regulars and militia volunteers did not always 

Jesup’s battle of the Loxahatchee River , January 24, 1838.   Based on Map 8.5, 
Chapter 8, in Guns Across the Loxahatchee.
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get along] until the end of the campaign. The volunteers elected 
their leaders at the time they signed up for duty. Obviously the 
leaders chosen by the men would be more concerned for them and 
protect their interests.

As described by Motte, it is a puzzlement why Major 
Lauderdale and his officers were not mentioned at this point in 
the battle. While Motte’s narrative omits this information, Jesup 
wrote that “some confusion occurred among the Tennessee 
Volunteers,” but he does not explain why he chose to lead the 
volunteers into combat personally rather than ordering their own 
officers to do so. Presumably the volunteers found this midbattle 
change in leadership confusing, to say the least. With the dragoons 
and the artillery off to the right (south) and not in direct range 
of the heaviest crossfire, the volunteers may have been hesitant 
to charge into the river in light of the recent Missouri Volunteer 
debacle at the Battle of Okeechobee. 

A recapitulation of the battle may assist in determining the 
volunteers’ position along the river. As stated earlier, when the 
word was received that the Seminoles had fired on Lieutenant 
Parker’s company of the Second Dragoons, four miles ahead 
of the advancing column, the Tennessee Volunteers and the 
dragoons gave pursuit. The Seminoles pulled the soldiers to the 
southeast to ensure they would be caught in the cypress slough 
as the Indians took the high ground in the dense hammock. As 
the dragoons and Tennessee volunteers dismounted and waded
into the cypress swamp, they were caught in heavy musket fire - 
sometimes at very close quarters. Heavily outnumbered (perhaps 
by seven to one) the Seminoles slowly retreated, by way of a ford 
in the river (Indian Crossing), to their main position on the east 
bank of the Loxahatchee. As the soldiers took their position west 
of the river they were lined up (skirmish line) with Lauderdale 
and the Tennessee Volunteers to the left (north - closest to Indian 
Crossing and the heaviest fire); Col. Lemanuel Gates of the First 
Battalion of Artillery at right center; Major William McClintock 
led the Second Battalion of Artillery at left center; Col. William S. 
Harney with his dragoons on the right; and Col. David E. Twiggs 
with the North Alabama Volunteers on the extreme right (south). 
In Jesup’s communication to Secretary Poinsett he reports, “The 
Alabama Volunteers were on the right and ready for action but the 
enemy being before the left and center, they were not engaged.”

The Tennessee Volunteers, who had been in hot pursuit, were 
drawn to the northeast in the direction of the Indian Crossing and 
were now on the left, where they received the most withering 
musket fire. The dragoons, who had also been in pursuit, were 
pulled to the south by Col. Harney, leaving the center open for 
the artillery. With much less fire on the southern end, Col. Harney 
and some of his dragoons (15) swam acoss the river and took a 
position that flanked the Seminoles. The Indians then broke into 
several groups, most of whom headed in a southerly direction.

The number of Seminoles reported engaged in the battle varied 
widely, but generally the number was given as from 100 to 300 
warriors and (as Motte suggested) probably about half were black 
Seminoles.

The dragoons and Alabama Volunteers on the right of the line 
fared the best, with the least number of casualties, whereas the 

Tennessee Volunteers on the left, in the heart of the firefight, had 
the most. In his book The Florida War, John Sprague cites the 
dead and wounded obtained from Jesup’s report to Brig. Gen. 
Roger Jones, Adjutant-General, Washington, DC, January 26, 
1838, headed “Return of the killed and wounded”:

Major-General Jesup, severe flesh wound in the  
face.
Killed - Third Regiment of Artillery, 2;
Tennessee Volunteers, 5-7.
Wounded - Third Regiment of Artillery, 6;
Second Regiment of Dragoons, 1;
Tennessee Volunteers, 23-30 (8 dangerously,
2 of whom later died).

General Jesup in another report to Poinsett mentions the 
casualties and battle in a brief passage: “On the 24th of last month 
I met, beat, and despersed the enemy on the Locha Hatchee 
[Loxahatchee] five miles from this post, with a total of seven 
killed and thirty-one (myself of the number) wounded.”

Surgeon Jarvis reports somewhat different casualties in his 
diary: “We had killed in the engagement two, and seven wounded 
of the artillery; and five killed and twenty-three wounded of the 
Tennesseans; four of the latter have since died.”

Aftermath of the Battle

After the battle there was considerable tension berween 
Jesup’s regulars and the volunteers. Besides the usual name-
calling, some more or less serious fights erupted berween the two 
groups. Jesup mulled the question of how he should handle his 
report to Washington. Although the regular troops were accusing 
the volunteers of cowardice, he knew that many of the latter had 
fought with Andrew Jackson during his early campaigns and 
in Florida in 1836. In fact, some had at least as much combat 
experience as his own troops. As always, the politics involved 
had to be considered.

The Tennesseans were commanded by Maj. William 
Lauderdale, a close friend and associate of Jackson and Secretary 
of War Poinsett. Jesup surely knew that the Tennessee Volunteers 
and their success were very important to the still-powerful former 
president, who had staked his reputation on their 1838 campaign 
in Florida. Moreover, Jesup could not help but recall the earlier 
criticism of his handling of the war in Florida (Chapters 5 and 6). 
Therefore, he did not officially criticize the Tennesseans probably 
because it might alienate the powers in Washington.

Meanwhile, after the battle the Indians, led by Tuskegee and 
Halleck Hadjo, two Mikasuki chiefs fled south, but were pursued 
by several units of the Third Artillery under Lieutenants Robert 
Anderson (Commander at Fort Sumter during the Civil War) and 
W. B. Davidson. Motte describes leaving a hammock on its south 
side and coming into an open pine forest where one of Powell’s 
sailors was found where he fell, indicating the site of the First     
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Battle of Loxahatchee. As they noted a Seminole village in this 
area, other evidence of Powell’s battle, which occurred nine days 
earlier, was found nearby.

Recrossing the river, the troops bivouacked for the night on 
the north side of the battlefield, while Col. L. Gates cut a road 
through the hammock and built a bridge for the Dearborne wagons 
and artillery. Litters were prepared to transport the wounded on
the five-mile march to the wide section of the Loxahatchee River 
near the Jupiter Inlet. As the long train of men, horses, wagons, 
and mules cut their way through the heavy underbrush of saw 
palmettos, the battered and exhausted army, hundreds without 
shoes, their clothing in tatters, some wearing feed bags, marched 
in the hot sun to the river.

Finally the army reached the Loxahatchee, low on supplies, as 
they were out of forage and only had two days rations left. They 
bivouacked for the night and then moved south along the bank to 
“Jupiter Bay,” [Pennock Point] where they made camp in a better 
location to receive supplies by boat. They immediately began 
building a stockade as a depot for provisions that were expected 
from Fort Pierce. The next day, on January 27, Powell and his 
men arrived with barrels of shoes, clothing, food, and forage for 
the horses.

Postscript: The Letter

It is rare, indeed, that some questions raised about a historic 
event are answered decades later with a letter out of the past. 
Such may be the case with General Jesup’s encounter with the 
Tennessee Volunteers and their refusal to follow him to the 
Loxahatchee River. Surgeon Jacob Motte describes General Jesup 
as being “enraged” when he charged to the river “alone,”  and was 
then shot under the left eye. The question remains, what was the 
motivation for the General’s behavior?

I received a note from Joe Rubinfine who deals in historic 
autographs, letters, etc., and publishes “Florida-A Historic 
Catalog.”Among the many letters listed in the catalog is number 
40, Seminole War-an account of the Battle of the Loxahatchee; 
a signed letter by Capt. J .A. DeLagnell, Ordance Depot, Black 
Creek, February 7th, 1838, to J .M. Chandler, Augusta, Georgia.

On the 24th Jany. The Main Column of the Army overtook 
the Enemy on the banks of the Taloosahatchee or Turtle 
Creek and gave them battle. The action commenced about 
11 0’ clock A.M. and lasted nearly 2 hours. The enemy 
had 2 killed left on the field: our loss was 10 killed & 30 
wounded. The regulars, as usual, behaved with the greatest 
bravery but the rascally Tennesseans broke & ran. During 
the action it was reported to Gen. Jesup that they held 
back, and had actually bawled our ‘retreat.’  He rode up 
and did all he could to bring up [the Tennessee Volunteers] 

but find his efforts useless, drew his pistols and pointing 
one to the head of the Officer in Command ordered him to 
‘bring yr. men immediately into action, or I will blowout 
your brains.’  The Genl. recd. a wound under the left eye 
- the ball striking and glancing on his spectacle. Colonels 
Gates & Harney behaved with the greatest bravery and 
coolness. The prospects of peace are more remote than at 
any former period.

The letter abruptly drops the confrontation between the general 
and the officer in command of the Tennessee Volunteers and goes 
directly to Jesup’s battlefield wound without any explanation. The 
letter, however, does give us a missing link to Jesup’s actions, 
mainly that he was so frustrated and angered with the Tennessee 
Commander’s insubordination and refusal to move his men into 
action that he threatened the Commander’s life and in a fit of rage 
ordered the volunteers to the river, himself leading the way. It is 
not clear if the commander of the volunteers that Jesup threatened 
was a company commander or Major Lauderdale himself.

For the full account of the events before, during, and after 
the Battles of Loxahatchee, see Guns Across the Loxahatchee by 
Richard J. Procyk.

Richard J. Procyk has worked in the field of prehistoric 
archaeology for more than 20 years.  For five years he explored 
the Loxahatchee River area, investigating the Second Seminole 
War battle sites. His book Guns across the Loxahatchee is a 
record of that work.

He holds a Bachelor’s degree in Public Administration and a 
degree in Criminology and Forensic Science. Procyk is a retired 
Miami Beach Lieutenant in charge of homicide. He has served 
for more than 18 years on the Palm Beach County Historic 
Resources Review Board, which oversees historic preservation 
for Palm Beach County Florida.  He sits on the Board of the 
Archaeological & Historical Conservancy, Inc., a nonprofit 
organization that works to protect important historic sites.  He is 
also on the Advisory Board of the Loxahatchee River Historical 
Society and has received the Judge James R. Knott and the Bessie 
DuBois Awards for historic preservation.

Historical markers commemorating both Battles of the Loxahatchee at 
the entrance to Riverbend Park and Loxahatchee Battlefield Park, Jupiter, 
Florida. Courtesy Richard A. Marconi.

Continued from page 29

Spring 201337




