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At first, the soldiers are no match for the tribesmen. 
The soldiers march in units, make noise, and seek a battle with 
some other organized unit, a battle that almost never will be 
offered. John Spring marches into what becomes Arizona in 
1866 in one such military unit. Years later, he realizes the farce 
of it all: “The manner of scouting in those days… was far from 
effective… Some Apaches who gave themselves up later on at 
Fort Goodwin related that they followed that big scout from 
day to day at a safe distance, enjoying the scraps of food, etc., 
scattered in its wake. They hugely enjoyed the bugle calls, large 
campfires and general hubbub attending that enterprise, and 
continually expected that a band with a bass drum would turn 
up somewhere… perhaps to render the soldiers even more 
conspicuous.”  
 The Apaches largely live above the desert floor in the 
mountains. The settlers and travelers construct towns, ranges, 
and dreams on the ground below. The tribesmen sweep in, kill, 
then leave and return with booty to their strongholds.  
 
 This is true all along the line etched by nations and 
empires to prove their sovereignty. In the early 1850s, the U.S. 
Boundary Commission collides with Chief Wildcat, a Seminole 
known as Coacoochee within his tribe. The Seminoles, 
basically Creek Indians pushed south by European settlement 
in Georgia and Alabama, had a fierce history. In the eighteenth 
century, they had peddled Florida Indians to white colonists 
but this trade ended when, after 250 years of Spanish efforts at 
settlement, the Florida Indian population plummeted from 
350,000 to zero. Thereafter, the whites took after the 
Seminoles, pushed them farther and farther south into Florida. 
The Seminoles in Florida welcomed escaped black slaves and 
then, when defeated on their own ground, both groups 
migrated to Oklahoma. And eventually, some came down 
south to this zone of ferocity and freedom. They are combat 

veterans. The seven-year Seminole War cost the United States 
$30 million – six times what it had paid Span for Florida – and 
killed 1,500 soldiers and sailors. At least fifteen percent of the 
warriors faced by the U.S. Army were black men. The Indian 
Wars of the West between 1866 and 1891 killed less than two 
thousand soldiers.  
 Wildcat is a war leader with flair. At one parley in the 
Seminole War, he came in dressed as Hamlet, thanks to his 
recent looting of a theatrical group. He’d finally be captured by 
Second Lieutenant William Tecumseh Sherman. His colleague 
in the long war had been Juan Caballo, known to the 
Americans as John Horse, a black man living as a Seminole. 
Caballo also impressed the U.S. officers sent to kill him, with 
one leaving his description: “six-feet two in his bare feet, broad 
shouldered and straight as a gun wiper… [He] could smell an 
Indian a mile off… follow a trail by moonlight at a gallop over a 
burnt prairie; talks English…”  
 The Black Seminoles are truly men and women and 
children without a country and they are in the place that also 
lacks any meaningful sign of a country, a lawless zone where 
they can become whatever they can create. The area is plagued 
by bandits, many of them U.S. soldiers from the Mexican War 
who grew to like the killing and decided not to go home.  
 In Mexico, Black Seminoles must fight off raids by 
Texas slavers. The Townes family excels in the work. 
Descended from a Georgia man and a black woman, they look 
dark enough to get close to Black Seminoles. And think just 
white enough to snatch them and sell them back into slavery.  
 The border is a fiction, just as the rule of U.S. law and 
power is often a fantasy. At one point, a military element of the 
boundary survey crew runs into a Comanche band that has 
crossed the river heading north with forty warriors and a 
thousand stolen horses.  
 The soldiers move aside until the danger passes.  



Bowden - 2 

 
 The U.S. Army employs many scouts, but few are like 
the Black Seminoles that become the eyes for Mackenzie. One 
army captain leaves a record of their work. It is 4 a.m. and a 
Black Seminole reports he has found a trail made six hours 
before by six horses, four lodges, one sick Indian, five women, 
and some children.  
 The captain asks, “Have they provisions?”  
 “Yes; corn and buffalo meat.”  
 “How do you know?”  
 “Because I saw corn scattered upon one side of the trail 
and flies had gathered upon a piece of buffalo meat on the 
other.”  
 “How do you know one of the Indians is sick?”  
 “Because the lodge poles were formed in a travois that 
is drawn by a horse blind in one eye.”  
 “How do you know the horse is half-blind?”  
 “Because, while all the other horses grazed upon both 
sides of the trail, this one ate only the grass that grew upon one 
side.”  
 “How do you know the sick one was a man?”  
 “Because when a half was made all the women gathered 
around him.”  
 “Of what tribe are they?”  
 “Of a Kiowa tribe.”  
 The unit found them two hours later. They turned out 
to be just as the scout had described them. 
 
 By 1854, a Texas paper reports with alarm that “Among 
the Seminoles there are two hundred and twenty odd negroes. 
Some of these went to Mexico before these Indians and have 
since intermarried with negroes who came in with them and 
are, therefore, identified with the Seminoles in every way… 
There are negroes in Santa Rosa and vicinity, who have not 

been incorporated with the Seminole negroes. The Seminole 
darkies have as little to do with them as possible because they 
say white folks wish to retake them… Fully three thousand 
negroes have entered Mexico since 1848.”  
 The Civil War comes and goes. It is 1870 and the 
Comanche raids in Texas are relentless. An offer comes from 
the U.S. Army – we will pay you to be our eyes and ears, to be 
our scouts. So some Black Seminoles come north to Fort 
Duncan. They have now spent over twenty years fighting the 
plains Indians. They can track and find the camps. They don’t 
really take to uniforms and sometimes the scouts ride out with 
the columns of troops wearing buffalo horns. They do one 
thing that makes the officers take notice – they find Apaches 
and Comanches and kill them.  
 They hardly fit into the image of the American that is 
rising up after the Civil War, the notion that it is a white man’s 
nation of Christians and that other people should not exist or, 
if they do exist, should be officially invisible. The Black 
Seminoles become essential in the Indian Wars and become 
almost non-existent in the official view of the Indian Wars.  
 Black men who became free by joining Indians now 
work for the white culture that has harassed them for 
generations. Their job is murdering Indians.  
  
 Boundaries between cultures and races are insisted 
upon and transgressed. The frontier soldiers sleep with Indian 
girls, the mestizo flows from the meeting of Spaniard with 
Mexican Indian, the plains tribe supplements their low birth 
rates with infusions of captives, the African Americans 
experience rape and secret liaisons. The Jews try to blend in as 
Americans, the Irish put on blue uniforms and attack people 
they have never heard of.  
 Boundaries on the ground are destroyed. The Sioux are 
pushed out onto the plains, the Comanches drive out the 
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Apaches, the horse fuels a grand tumult, and people 
sometimes windup thousands of miles from where they were 
born. The American settlers wage a centuries long battle to 
destroy all boundaries. They pretend the tribes really are not 
there, and if this does not work, they kill them. They pretend 
the Spanish and French and then Mexicans really have no 
claim to the earth, and if this does not work, they invade with 
armies.  
 When the dust finally settles and the blood flow is 
staunched, maps are produced and lines drawn that are viewed 
as sacred and eternal. Then, the alarm spreads as the 
movement of people continues. All the while, the plants and 
animals struggle to persist as the fangs of civilization chew 
them up.  
 Hearts will be buried at various Wounded Knees, there 
will be pious moments of lamentation, but the great killing, 
that of the soil, the air, the water, and all that comes from 
these elements, will be hardly discussed. And if discussed, 
simply seen as necessary or something that can be sidestepped 
by a park here and a refuge there.  
 One half of the planet is suddenly invaded by a 
ravenous segment of a species and they send a shock wave 
through every living thing for centuries. They themselves 
become obsessed with order and regulations and finally, 
become toxic from their fear of others. They stand back from 
the havoc of their efforts and crave borders. They denounce 
any invaders and, after one of the largest land raids in human 
history, they make themselves busy killing raiders.  
  
 This mass of weapons and warriors in the U.S. cannot 
stop the march of the poor. This mass of weapons and warriors 
cannot even break a lance against the warming of the planet 
and eruptions of new and deadlier storms. Nor can this warrior 
state stop drugs from entering its homeland. It is helpless in 

the face of hurricanes. It is useless in the face of terrorism. It 
cannot prevent famine. It is incapable of stopping the collapse 
of water tables or the death of rivers. It produces no new oil 
reserves. It creates no forests. It has tens of thousands of 
nuclear weapons and yet cannot find a single place on the 
surface of the earth to use them.  
 No one saw this coming when the last Comanche came 
in from the Staked Plains, nor did they see it coming when they 
murdered Mangas Coloradas, or that evening when Pat Garrett 
murdered Billy the Kid, or that day when the sky screamed 
with a new kind of light on a desert flat in New Mexico dubbed 
Trinity by a brilliant and emotionally remote physicist named 
J. Robert Oppenheimer. Just as he did not see the atomic 
bomb being part of his life when the boys shanghaied him and 
took him to the icehouse and beat him and stripped him and 
painted his genitals green.  
 We were going to win because we were on the winning 
side and this was a fact as plain as the face of God and we had 
our Manifest Destiny, we had our Winning of the West, we had 
our Making the World Safe for Democracy, we had our Four 
Freedoms , we had our Cold War against the evil empire, we 
had might and we had right and we had it all and it was meant 
to be – our preachers and presidents told us so.  
 We do not listen to the birds, nor to other human 
beings who are not like us and do not share our certainty about 
our destiny.  
 
 We cannot face the mirror either and acknowledge our 
mongrel features. We are mixed bloods insisting on our purity. 
We cannot conceive of the buffalo soldier who joined the 
Comanches and bugled the battle calls at Adobe Walls. We no 
longer can imagine Juan Caballo, the Black Seminole, who 
rode a horse he named American, survived at age sixty-four an 
assassination that pumped four rounds into his body, and who 
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eventually fled our love and returned to the Black Seminole 
colony in Mexico. One day, a young girl falls very ill and Juan 
visits. The father has killed a Comanche warrior and taken his 
bone necklace and placed it around his daughter’s neck. Juan 
Caballo looks, rips the necklace off, and casts it aside. Only the 
warrior himself can wear this amulet and survive. Then, he 
opens his medicine pouch, takes out his buffalo horn, one with 
the tip severed, puts it against the girl’s breast, and sucks out 
the poison. She survives. The man who rides a horse he names 
American and who lives in Mexico and who was a war leader 
killing Americans in the Seminole war and who led his people 
to freedom across the Rio Grande and who is black and battle 
scarred… just what is he? What nation does he belong to? 
What boundaries does he believe? And what walls can keep 
him in or out?  
 
With this new information, what is Bob Marley’s 
“Buffalo Soldiers” about? Did your interpretation 
shift?  
 
Cite at least two pieces of textual evidence from 
Bowden’s text and from Marley’s text.   


