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Throughout the twentieth century, the Seminole Tribe of Florida has experienced 

unprecedented changes to their culture, independence, and economic position. They 

began the century as subsistence based people with few rights to the land, and they ended 

the century with substantial political power and economically prosperous enterprises 

while maintaining their tribal status and identity as Seminoles. In the twentieth century, 

the Seminoles confirmed their historical role from the nineteenth century as having never 

been defeated, but rather than achieving this image through war acts, as they did in the 

nineteenth century, they created a new role as being culturally and economically 

indomitable. This aspect of Seminole history has been largely ignored in the narrative of 

Florida's history. 
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Introduction  

Nineteenth-century Seminole history and culture has secured its place in both 

Florida and United States history. The Seminole‟s nineteenth-century history has been 

embraced to such an extent in both popular culture and historical discourse that it has 

prevailed over their twentieth-century existence.
1
 Further, there is a general sentiment 

that the Seminoles somehow disappeared after the Third Seminole War. The Seminole 

people are often remembered as unvanquished and independent; however, their presence 

in modern historiography is largely absent. The Seminoles are often defined by their 

resistance to the government. The Seminoles as a people are descended from a variety of 

tribes from Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi who fled to Florida in an effort to evade 

federal relocation as well as run away slaves hoping to find a chance at freedom, and the 

new tribe that came out of these displaced people has become notorious for its strong will 

and resilience to federally imposed change. While most people are familiar with the 

changes the Seminoles fought against in the nineteenth century, most are ignorant of the 

fact the they had to fight for their rights in the twentieth century as well. The dominant 

narrative of twentieth-century Florida history revolves around population growth, land 

development, and tycoons. While these elements are important parts of Florida‟s 

                                                 
1
 See Wyatt Blassingame, Osceola, Seminole War Chief, (Champaign: Garrard 

Publishing Company, 1967), Sonia Bleeker, The Seminole Indians, (New York: Morrow, 

1954), Daniel F. Littlefield, Seminole Burning: A Story of Racial Vengeance, (Jackson: 

University Press of Misssissippi, 1996), Theodore Pratt, Seminole, A Drama of the 

Florida Indian, (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1953), Edwin C. McReynolds, 

The Seminoles, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1947), John Missall, The 

Seminole Wars: America’s Longest Indian Conflict, (Gainesville: University Press of 

Florida, 2004), Patricia Riles Wickman, Osceola’s Legacy (Tuscaloosa: University of 

Alabama Press, 2006). 
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twentieth-century history, the Seminoles also have a distinct place in this chronology. 

The Seminoles are nearly invisible in the prevailing twentieth century discourse. 

Although exotic tales of chief Osceola and parleys gone wrong are appealing, they do not 

tell the full story and neglect the equally interesting twentieth century Seminole 

experience. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the Seminole Tribe of Florida has experienced 

unprecedented changes to their culture, independence, and economic position. They 

began the century as subsistence-based people with few rights to the land, and they ended 

the century with substantial political power and economically prosperous enterprises 

while maintaining their tribal status and identity as Seminoles. They were able to do this 

by taking advantage of the tourist market in South Florida, by creating their own tribal 

government and taking advantage of the special allowances that their self-governing 

permitted, and by pioneering Indian enterprises such as high-stakes bingo and “smoke 

shops.” In the twentieth century, the Seminoles stayed true to their claim of having never 

been defeated, but rather than achieving this image militarily, as they did in the 

nineteenth century, they created a new existence as culturally and economically 

indomitable.  

Early Twentieth Century: Cultural Tourism and a Cash Economy 

In the wake of the creation of Everglades National Park and the development of 

South Florida in the early twentieth century, the Seminoles found themselves without 

land and barely able to subsist. The Seminoles, once perceived as noble, persevering, and 

self-sufficient, found themselves starving, homeless, and with no means to improve their 

situation. With few options, they began to abandon subsistence tasks in exchange for 
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sedentary activities that could yield a cash income. As the twentieth century progressed, 

the Seminoles deviated further from their traditional cultural heritage and delved deeper 

into the tourist industry. In the face of losing their entire livelihood, Seminoles made a 

significant change in their cultural heritage with the use of modern technology and 

outside influences in order to make a living off of the burgeoning tourist economy in 

South Florida through a constructed image of their culture. They accomplished this by 

taking certain exotic components from their culture and surroundings and turning these 

interesting elements into marketable goods that allowed them to make ends meet. 

Examples of this ingenuity are alligator wrestling and traditional garment sewing. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, settlers began to develop inland 

Florida, and industries that had previously employed Seminoles went out of business. In 

1900, the Audubon Society pushed to make plume-hunting illegal and succeeded, which 

took a form of income away from the Seminoles.
2
 In spite of the new federal law, hunting 

for plumage continued into the 1920‟s and only ended when women‟s fashions changed.
3
 

However, the new federal law hurt many Seminoles and diminished the amount of 

industry available to them. In 1912, tanneries stopped purchasing alligator hides from the 

Seminoles because of the decreased demand in the European fur and hide market due to 

war. The sale of alligator hides was the source of about seventy-five percent of the 

Seminoles‟ annual income.
4
 While Indian industries were diminishing, white enterprises 

were expanding. According to Robert Keller and Michael Turek, authors of American 

                                                 
2
Patsy West, The Enduring Seminoles: From Alligator Wrestling to Ecotourism, 

(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), 14. 
3
 Harry A. Kersey, Jr., Pelts, Plumes, and Hides: White Traders Among the 

Seminole Indians, 1870-1930, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1975), 76. 
4
 West, 9. 
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Indians & National Parks (1988),  “At the turn of the century, draining, damming, and 

dredging Florida‟s wetlands opened another wilderness to American enterprise.”
5
 This 

land development reduced the size of Seminole hunting grounds, further deepening their 

dilemma. In 1912, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) found a significant decrease in 

Seminole trade goods and recommended that land specifically for Indian use be 

established.
6
 Mandated by Executive Order, small tracts of land were devoted to the 

Seminoles shortly after the BIA request. 

While some Seminoles flocked to the newly formed reservations, others found a 

place in business with enterprising whites looking to expand their Miami tourist 

attractions. Tourist attractions such as Alligator Joe‟s Alligator Farm, Musa Isle, and 

Coppinger‟s Tropical Gardens found that Seminoles could attract more tourists to their 

businesses. The earliest record of Seminole tourism occurred at Alligator Joe‟s outpost 

just west of Miami. A few days before Christmas in 1915, Seminoles were camped near 

Alligator Joe‟s attraction. Joe noted the enthusiasm his visitors showed at the sight of the 

nearby Seminole camp, and Joe organized a joint Christmas festivity, bringing together 

white tourists with the visiting tribe.
7
 Realizing how much of a crowd pleaser these 

Indian camps were, Henry Coppinger of Coppinger‟s Tropical Gardens offered a 

Seminole family money, rations, and cloth to set up camp on his property in 1917.
8
 The 

family found the arrangement profitable and for years after lived on Coppinger‟s property 

for the duration of the tourist season. In 1919, Musa Isle, Coppinger‟s Tropical Gardens‟ 

                                                 
5
 Robert H. Keller and Michael F. Turek, American Indians & National Parks, 

(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998), 219. 
6
 Keller and Turek, 220. 

7
 West, 11. 

8
 West, 14. 
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rival, leased a portion of its land to the first known Seminole entrepreneur, Willie Willie. 

Willie Willie established the Musa Isle Trading Post along with a Seminole Village. As 

well as a functioning business, the Post was its own tourist attraction. Tourists enjoyed 

watching the Seminole hunters paddle up the river with their daily catches.
9
 “Willie 

Willie was unique in his own culture, not only as a businessman but in other acculturated 

ways as well.” He dressed in the latest fashions and was married to a non-Indian, a 

practice unheard of at the time.
10

 Willie was very successful, even by non-Indian 

standards. Some of Willie‟s friends estimated that he made over $50,000 a year, making 

more money than he knew how to spend.
11

 Willie represents the growing economic 

independence of the non-reservation residing Seminoles. Willie and other Seminole 

camps improved their economic situation considerably during this early century tourist 

boom, but the reservation residing Seminoles were deprived of this opportunity and 

became increasingly dependent on BIA funding. Musa Isle thrived while Willie‟s outpost 

remained on its property. The emergence of Seminoles from the Everglades and into 

tourist attractions composed a strong cultural contrast. The very modern Art-Deco 

cityscape of Miami juxtaposed with the Seminoles‟ ancient lifestyle created a very 

interesting compatison.  Seminole historian and anthropologist Patsy West cites a report 

from the Hollywood Herald written in 1936 that describes the Miami scene:  

Not thirty miles from the „flesh pots‟ of southeastern Florida cities where white 

inhabitants live in luxury that no civilization has ever equaled, where streamlined 

automobiles and trains rocket over the earth and the drone of airplanes is regularly 

heard in the far reaches of the atmosphere over the earth, where in short men live 

that ultra-civilized life which is called the mark of the march of progress, there 

                                                 
9
 West, 15. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid., 15-16. 
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floats a dugout canoe. In the canoe is a man primeval whose father and whose 

father‟s father poled or paddled similar canoes.
12

  

 

Both Seminoles and non-Indians took note of this stark cultural contrast and the various 

Miami tourist attractions sought to benefit from this phenomenon. 

These white entrepreneurs took advantage of their newfound attractions and 

showcased the exotic aspects of Seminole culture. Alligator wrestling became a favorite 

tourist attraction. Originally, Alligator Joe would get into the pen of his pet alligators, but 

Coppinger‟s son, Henry Coppinger, Jr., brought wrestling to a new level when he would 

dive into the river by his father‟s gardens and wrestle alligators out of the water. 

Following Coppinger‟s success, Seminoles at Musa Isle began to wrestle alligators for 

tips. Musa Isle‟s wrestling shows were shown on newsreels in movie theaters throughout 

the country, popularizing the activity to where it became synonymous with the Florida 

Seminoles.
13

 And the Seminoles gladly embraced the activity as their own. Nearly every 

tourist attraction involving Seminoles included a Seminole wrestling show. To this day, 

the Seminole tribe continues the sport and accepts it as its own. Yet it was originally 

performed by a non-Indian, white cracker and was not performed by a Seminole until the 

twentieth century. According to Patsy West, alligator wrestling is in no way part of 

traditional Seminole culture, but the Seminoles were willing to incorporate it into their 

culture and to portray it as their own sport in order to capitalize on the burgeoning tourist 

industry. Although Seminoles make claims to using alligator wrestling as a wartime 

battle strategy, the first record of any sort of alligator wrestling did not occur until 

Alligator Joe and Henry Coppinger gained attention for the act. At some of the 

                                                 
12

 “Indian Agent Lauds Seminole Tribesmen,” Hollywood Herald, October 23, 

1936, in Patsy West‟s The Enduring Seminoles. 
13

 West, 42. 
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Seminoles‟ current tourist attractions, Seminoles claim that during the Second Seminole 

War tribe members would wrestle alligators and carry them to the enemy. However, this 

is unlikely and there is no evidence to support the claim. 

Seminole weddings similarly attracted large crowds. Traditionally performed 

annually as part of the Green Corn Dance, Musa Isle premiered the Seminole wedding as 

a tourist attraction in 1923. Jim Robinson elaborates, “With questionable bending of 

native traditions, including faked wedding ceremonies staged for Yankees, the Seminoles' 

villages entered the 1930s as the leading tourist attractions in the state.”
14

 Seminole 

weddings became so popular and profitable that married Seminole couples would have 

multiple wedding ceremonies just so that they could get tips and gifts from the tourist 

spectators. Tourists watched what a few decades before was a secret religious ceremony, 

the annual Green Corn Dance.
15

 Turning the Seminole wedding into a tourist attraction 

also kept tourists in the area until June, which was several months after the high tourist 

season ended. Seminoles changed their traditional ritual into a spectator-based event in 

order to make money off of their once private event. Traditionally, separate clans 

performed the ritual in seclusion. The Green Corn Dance involved stomp dancing for 

hours as an expression of gratitude to God for providing food. They even falsified the 

weddings, that is, performed weddings for already married couples, for the mere purpose 

of catering to tourists. 

Cultural tourism lends itself to exaggeration and fabrication. Seminoles easily 

created new traditions, borrowed some from popular tribes from other regions, and 

                                                 
14

 Jim Robison, “Tourists Flocked to Phony Seminole Weddings,” Orlando 

Sentinel, November 14, 1999. 
15

 Robinson. 
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marketed themselves as exotic, native people. Economist Can-Seng Ooi specializes in the 

study of creative industries and tourism strategies and says says of cultural tourism: “To 

their unaccustomed eyes, tourists find it difficult to detect cultural misinterpretations or 

even inventions in the products they consume. To tourists, the culture in the products may 

just as well be fiction.”
16

 Tourists are more concerned with the entertainment value and 

the spectacle of the event than they are concerned with the cultural value. The Seminoles 

living in Seminole Villages in west Miami realized that tourists were more interested in 

viewing something exotic rather than having an authentic experience, and the Seminoles 

similarly were more concerned with making money than teaching non-Indians about their 

customs. 

While alligator wrestling and weddings brought tourists into Seminole Villages, 

the commercialization of crafts gave the Seminoles a commodity that they could sell to 

tourists. Living in Seminole Villages on the properties of tourist attractions allowed 

Seminoles to live more sedentary lives, which allowed them to focus more on crafts than 

subsistence activities than they would have to in their traditional camps. Seminole 

women baked coonti, a bread made from the root of an indigenous plant, they sewed 

clothing with elaborate patterns, they made dolls, and they created beaded jewelry. Men 

carved wooden spoons, bows and arrows, and figurines. Coonti is a traditional Seminole 

dish, and it was prized by both Seminoles and non-Indians. The dish takes several days to 

make and Seminoles could sell the bread to tourists for a high sum. Coonti is one of the 

few Seminole traditions that stayed intact in the Seminole Villages of the early twentieth 

century. Other Seminole crafts underwent a transformation and deviated from their 

                                                 
16

 Can-Seng Ooi, Cultural Tourism and Tourism Cultures, (Copenhagen: 

Copenhagen Business School Press, 2002), 20. 
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original forms. Seminole clothing traditionally used bright colors and unique patters, but 

the introduction of the sewing machine and the newfound leisure time of the Seminoles 

living in tourist Villages allowed the traditional garb to evolve into much more intricate 

designs. Patsy West explains the evolution of their tribal garments: “The sewing machine 

meant that the Florida Seminoles‟ hand-sewn cotton clothing—which appeared little 

changed from the early nineteenth century—could be sewn more quickly by machine. In 

time the widespread use of the machine and the populating of south Florida by settlers 

caused clothing styles to change. Clothing was enhanced by the addition of the famous 

machine-sewn patchwork inserts, which would become the Florida Seminoles‟ distinctive 

art form.”
17

 The Seminoles did not completely construct their twentieth-century clothing 

as they did with alligator wrestling, but they adapted their traditional garb with the 

introduction of new technology and the new social structure provided by their new 

sedentary lives. Sewing machines allowed the women to make more distinct, ornate 

clothing that caught the eyes of tourists. “Besides selection and accentuation, many 

cultural products are produced or re-presented in ways that are attractive, commercially 

viable and consumable by tourists.”
18

 The Seminoles‟ evolved garb was certainly more 

appealing to tourists, who commissioned custom dresses. Beaded jewelry and wood 

carvings were also made with more care and frequency as a result of the increased leisure 

time due to the Seminoles‟ new sedentary lifestyle. 

One of the more culturally problematic crafts were dolls. Around 1900, a 

Seminole craftsman was commissioned to make a family of wooden dolls for a Doll Land 

                                                 
17

 West, 53. 
18

 Ooi, 28. 
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Convention in New York.
19

 Seminoles were concerned with making dolls or 

representative images because it was feared that the craftsman‟s family would get sick 

because creating such images was considered “bad medicine” within certain Seminole 

tribes.
20

 Two types of Seminole dolls eventually emerged in the Seminole marketplace. 

There were dolls carved from wood that were made by the men and dressed in cotton 

clothes sewn by the women, and then around 1918, dolls made of palmetto fiber similarly 

dressed in cotton clothes began to appear.
21

 It is unclear how the matter of making “bad 

medicine” was accepted so that the Seminoles felt spiritually comfortable making dolls, 

but Seminole dolls became mass-produced and they are still produced today. Historian 

Harry A. Kersey observes about cultural tourism, “Cultural aspects of a destination are 

selected to give the impression that they are characteristic of the place [or culture]. 

Aspects of the society which conflict with these chosen characteristics are ignored or 

marginalized.”
22

 Seminole dolls conflict with traditional Seminole values and emerged in 

the twentieth century because a non-Indian commissioned them. Seminole dolls are not at 

all indicative of an aspect of a centuries old tradition or heritage, but tourists and 

Seminoles alike were able to overlook or remain ignorant of this fact allowing tourists to 

bring home a souvenir and Seminoles to earn a living through crafts.  

Crafts became such an important source of income for the Seminoles that they 

became a signature of the Seminoles. Episcopalian deaconess Harriet M. Bedell moved to 

south Florida in 1933 and saw Seminoles at various Miami attractions. She decided that 

they had a poor attitude towards non-Indians due to their “demeaning” dependence on the 

                                                 
19

 West, 51. 
20

 Kersey, 114. 
21

 West, 51. 
22

 Ooi, 25. 
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tourist economy and decided to establish a craft cooperative in order to wean them away 

from the atmosphere of commercialism.
23

 Bedell successfully set up her cooperative and 

she helped the Seminoles to focus on certain crafts as their signature items. Bedell 

singled out certain sewing patterns and encouraged Seminoles to only produce these 

certain patterns, creating an anomalous style within the mainstream development of 

sewing and patchwork.
24

 Seminole crafts were highly susceptible to the influence of 

outsiders. Another outsider was “Blue Bird” John Carillo, an Indian from New Mexico, 

who came to Musa Isle in the 1930‟s. While there, he introduced oil painted drums with 

southwestern themes and silhouettes of Plains Indians in war bonnets.
25

 These themes 

became very popular and began to appear on Seminole toy canoes and other carved 

wooden items. Other pan-Indian motifs that began to appear due to introduction by 

outsiders were peace pipes, totem poles, and geometric designs popular in Indian tribes 

outside of Florida. These pan-Indian items were not at all part of Seminole culture, but 

they were still produced and purchased in the tourist market. Pan-Indian crafts are still 

made and sold by the Seminoles.  

The Seminoles were formerly an independent, subsistence-based people, but at 

the dawn of the twentieth century modernity threatened their way of life. Rather than 

perishing or assimilating into non-Indian culture, they capitalized on the new tourist 

industry and used their exotic image and perception of their culture to create a new 

livelihood. As the twentieth century progressed, the Seminoles deviated further from their 

                                                 
23

 West, 54. 
24

 West, 55. 
25

 Ibid. 
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traditional cultural heritage and created a new identity that would make them 

economically independent as well as a political force in the state legislature. 

From Termination to Self-Determination 

Because of the booming tourist industry of the early twentieth century, the 

Seminoles experienced comfortable growth and a shift in identity that cemented their 

place in South Florida culture. They had found a niche in the tourist industry and their 

federally owned reservations allowed them to continue their tribal lifestyle with help 

from government agencies. The Great Depression, however, devastated the Seminoles by 

damaging the tourist industry, which led to their increased dependence on governmental 

services for health, education, and development just as the U.S. government was 

withdrawing funds to aid production for World War II. Further, 25,000 thousand able 

bodied, educated Indians, including Seminoles, joined the military and thousands more 

moved away from Indian lands to work in war-related production.
26

 This deviation from 

the social structure of the previous decades left the Seminoles and other Native American 

tribes in a deeply disorganized and federally dependant state. The Seminoles experienced 

a crisis in the 1950‟s with the end of Franklin D. Roosevelt‟s New Deal administration 

and the beginning of a new Republican era.  

 The new Republican administration and national political attitude that marked the 

1950‟s aimed to significantly decrease government spending, specifically New Deal 

agencies. Among the agencies on the chopping black was the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

(BIA). Americans were largely unconcerned with Indians and services provided to them 

                                                 
26

Harry A. Kersey, Jr., An Assumption of Sovereignty: Social and Political 

Transformation among the Florida Seminoles, 1953-1979 (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1996), 4. 
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by the government and so there was little opposition to cutting BIA funding among non-

Indians. This general goal lead to legislation aimed towards completely ending the 

relationship between the federal government and Indians. This included the end of all 

treaties and trade agreements dating as far back as 1790‟s Indian Trade and Intercourse 

Act.  

 In 1953, Congress adopted House Concurrent Resolution (HCR) 108. This 

resolution stated that fewer government services should be provided to Indians and that 

they should “end their status as wards of the United States, and [that the government 

should] grant them all the rights and prerogatives pertaining to American citizenship.”
27

 

Although the language sounds empowering and liberating, the resolution would deprive 

Indians of many services on which they depended and would disrupt the tribal 

government structure of tribes everywhere. Yet both political conservatives and liberals 

liked the idea that the Resolution proposed. Conservatives liked the legislation because it 

cut government spending and Liberals liked it because it gave Indians more freedom and 

eliminated the government paternalism that had existed for over a century. The 

legislation‟s main purpose was to end the federal acknowledgement of Native Americans 

as a unique minority group with its own separate cultural values and to withdraw the 

previous legal protection of their territory, culture, and religion. The Resolution was 

concurrently passed with Public Law 280, which granted state jurisdiction over civil and 

                                                 
27

 U.S. Congress, Termination of Federal Supervision Over Certain Tribes of 

Indians, Joint Hearings Before the Subcommittees of the Committee of Interior and 

Insular Affairs, Congress of the United States, Eighty-third Congress, Second Session on 

S. 2747 and H.R. 7321, Part 8 Seminole Indians, Florida, March 1 and 2, 1954, accessed 

through <https://web.lexis-

nexis.com/congcomp/attachment/a.pdf?_m=08826efaa820124e7157ce1efd42925d&wchp

=dGLbVlb-zSkSA&_md5=b065233d272ceb821b3ec4e80d7486d3&ie=a.pdf>. 
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criminal offenses committed on Indian Territory. This policy lasted for fifteen years and 

is known as the “Termination Era” because of the federal government‟s termination of 

Indian identity and protection.  

 House Concurrent Resolution 108 was the first federal termination legislation to 

include Seminoles. The Resolution targeted “all of the Indian tribes and all of the 

individual members thereof located within the States of California, Florida, New York, 

and Texas, and all of the following named Indian tribes and individual members thereof, 

should be freed from Federal supervision and control and from all disabilities and 

limitations specifically applicable to Indians.”
28

 Why the federal government felt that it 

was necessary to include Florida tribes in HCR 108 is unclear. During this time, there 

were fewer than one thousand Seminoles in Florida and they were completely 

impoverished. Since 1940, only 5 Seminoles had graduated from high school with 

degrees from out-of-state Indian boarding schools, a few men had received basic training 

from Bible Colleges, and only a handful of adults were attending night school.
29

 The 

Seminole‟s were far from being ready to govern themselves due to the level of 

disorganization from the previous years. The Seminoles had made an attempt to write 

their own Constitution in the 1930‟s, but because of the factionalized state of the tribe, 

they were never able to ratify one. The Seminoles were poor, disorganized, polarized in 

their vision for the tribe‟s future, and largely illiterate. In fact, surprisingly few Seminoles 

spoke English; the predominant languages among the tribe were Muskogee and 

Miccosukee. In his hearing in front of the subcommittee for House Concurrent 

                                                 
28

U.S. Congress, Termination of Federal Supervision. 
29

 Patsy West, “A Vote for Destiny,” Seminole Tribune, accessed through 

<http://www.semtribe.com/SeminoleTribune/Archive/40anniversary/destinyvote.shtml>. 
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Resolution 108, Bill Osceola estimated that only 30 of the 219 Seminoles on the Brighton 

reservation could speak English.
30

 On top of these difficulties, they faced being evicted 

from their federal reservation. The fear of further loss and adversity forced the Seminoles 

into action.  

 House Representative John A. Haley from Sarasota was the Chairman of the 

House Subcommittee on Indian Affairs. He and his fellow committee members held 

hearings on the subject of Seminole termination in the spring of 1953 to assess the 

Seminoles‟ situation. Seminoles from each reservation and from various independent 

camps went to Washington, D.C. to testify. Haley was unusual in that he was from an 

eastern state and in charge of a committee on Indian affairs. Normally a Representative 

from a western state with a large Indian population would lead such a committee rather 

than one from an eastern state with a relatively small Indian population. His involvement 

in the committee could potentially have swayed Congress‟s eventual decision not to 

immediately end the Seminoles‟ federal acknowledgement. Haley along with other 

Congressmen on the Subcommittee, such as Representative Berry, Senator Smathers, and 

Senator Watkins conducted interviews with several Seminole representatives from each 

reservation as well as white members of the community who had taken interest in 

Seminole culture and social development.  

Throughout the hearings, it became apparent that the Seminoles were divided in 

their feelings about federal termination. Each reservation chose two representatives to 

participate in the hearings. Among those chosen were Agnes Denver, Bill Osceola, and 

Mike Osceola. These three, as well as the majority of the other representatives, were 

                                                 
30

 U.S. Congress, Termination of Federal Supervision, 1119. 
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better educated than the average Seminole and had stronger English verbal skills than 

other members of the tribe. Agnes Denver was one of the first Seminoles to complete 

high school at the Cherokee Indian School in North Carolina. Denver represented a 

progressive component in the tribe; she was living proof of a Seminole‟s ability to 

function away from the reservation because she no longer lived in Florida.
31

 Although 

she was more progressive and better equipped to survive outside of the tribe, Denver still 

maintained that Seminoles should not be terminated. Bill Osceola also advocated 

continued federal acknowledgement. He was a respected member of the community and 

had ties to the three Seminole reservations. He suggested that Congress extend federal 

protection of Seminoles for twenty-five years. Mike Osceola, on the other hand, 

advocated termination and full Seminole liberation. Mike operated a trading post off of 

the Tamiami Trail, which allowed him to enjoy certain economic advantages over most 

other Seminoles. During his hearing, Mike discussed his educational background, 

childhood, family lineage, and economic rise at length, and Senator Smathers urged Mike 

to get to the point of the interview: 

  Senator Smathers: Mike, may I ask you, to get to the meat of this coconut: Do you 

favor the end of Federal supervision and control of the Seminole Indians?  

 

Mr. [Mike] Osceola: Yes, I definitely do. I have been in favor for quite  

a number of years.  

 

Senator Smathers: And why do you favor it? What are your  

reasons for being in favor of it?  

 

Mr. Osceola: Well I don't think that the taxpayers‟ money that has  

been spent on the amount of people that it is set aside for is justified.  

I have had that feeling for quite a number of years, and I am more  

convinced now than ever that it should be terminated.
32
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Mike Osceola continued, saying that he did not believe in socialism and that if the federal 

government maintained its role in the Seminole Tribe for an additional twenty-five years 

that they would be subconsciously indoctrinating Indians to socialism. Mike‟s situation 

was considerably different from most reservation residing Seminoles. Mike had his own 

business and steady income from which he paid taxes. There was certainly no monetary 

incentive for him to maintain his ties to the Seminole tribe as a whole. Mike also 

represents the more acculturated Seminoles. His opinions about socialism and aiding 

Seminoles with taxpayers‟ money reflect the national sentiments about international 

politics and the decades of huge government spending. 

 Seminoles made strong arguments for both sides, and in the end the committee 

decided to leave the Seminole Tribe under the care of the BIA for an additional twenty-

five years. However, at the beginning of the 84
th

 Congress in January 1955, there was a 

renewed interest in cutting government spending through the means of Indian 

termination, specifically federal acknowledgement of tribes and federally funded 

services. Haley and his subcommittee consequently scheduled another round of hearings 

to take place in Clewiston, Florida. One of the Seminoles‟ complaints about the first 

hearing was that they took place in Washington and because the tribe was so poor very 

few of them were able to afford the trip. The second round of hearings were brought to 

the Seminoles and held in Clewiston because it was the most centrally located town 

between the reservations. For this second round of hearings, the Seminoles were 

determined to keep their tribal status and were much more organized and prepared for the 

Clewiston hearings. The imminent threat of losing their land, culture, and livelihood 

brought the Seminoles into action. The hearings were schedule for April 5, 1955, and on 



 18 

April 4, 1955, the Seminoles established a Board of Directors with Bill Osceola as 

chairman, Laura Mae Osceola as Secretary, and a few other Seminoles as translators. By 

the end of the hearings, the committee was not ready to drop the issue of Seminole 

termination, but eventually Haley wrote a letter to the head of the Seminole Indian 

Association, the Seminole termination movement‟s biggest opponent, saying, “I have not 

reintroduced the same bill that I introduced last year for the Seminoles…I sincerely do 

not think that the passage of such a bill at the present time would be beneficial to the 

Seminole Tribe.”
33

 Senator Smathers, on the subject, later simply stated, “We killed the 

bill.”
34

  

 After averting the near disaster of termination, the Seminoles were able to 

reorganize and establish a tribal government. This new opportunity was made possible 

because of a piece of New Deal legislation that they had voted on in the 1930‟s. The 

Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 allowed them to organize a local government with 

limited powers vested in a constitution and bylaws that allowed for business 

incorporation.
35

 The Act describes its purposes as “an Act to conserve and develop Indian 

lands and resources; to extend to Indians the right to form business and other 

organizations; to establish a credit system for Indians; to grant certain rights of home rule 

to Indians; to provide for vocational education for Indians; and for other purposes.”
36

 For 

this tribal government to become legitimate the Seminoles needed one third of the 
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reservation residing Seminoles to sign a petition in favor of it and the Secretary of the 

Interior had to issue a federal charter of incorporation allowing the tribe to conduct its 

own business affairs.
37

 

Once this process had started, Bill Osceola took charge. In 1956, he got a 

commitment of cattle from the Brighton cattlemen and got lumber donated from people 

in Broward County, and with these contributions he built a rodeo grounds on the Dania 

Reservation and held rodeos as a tourist attraction.
38

 It was an instant success and the 

opening day brought in 500 spectators.
39

 "The arena was built and we had the shows and 

made money for the expenses to take trips to Oklahoma and to Washington, D.C., asking 

for help in organizing our people into a tribe," Bill Osceola remembered.
40

 The Fort 

Lauderdale News reported the project‟s success: "It was [the Seminoles'] first attempt at a 

community effort to help themselves, and it was a success!"
41

 Bill‟s initiative brought 

intra-reservation cooperation and provided an income for the grossly under funded 

reservations. Bill Osceola emerged as a leader and began providing the means for his 

tribe to become self-sufficient.  

Although the tribe remained very factionalized, in 1957 the BIA decided that the 

tribe was ready to move forward with organizing. The BIA assigned its officer Reginald 

“Rex” Quinn to help the Seminoles organize themselves and draft a constitution. Quinn 

was a Sioux Indian and he held sessions with the Seminoles where he instructed them on 

their rights to self-govern themselves and emphasized the importance of having tribal 
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spokesmen with authority to act on behalf of the tribe.
42

 Quinn had the Seminoles elect a 

committee of seven tribe members to represent the various reservation and independent 

camp constituencies. The committee consisted of Larry Mike Osceola of the Tamiami 

Trail camps, Billy Osceola and John Henry Gopher from the Brighton reservation, Bill 

Osceola and Jack Willie from the Dania (now Hollywood) reservation, and Jimmie 

O‟Toole Osceola and Frank Billie from the Big Cypress reservation.
43

 This committee 

fairly and equally represented the varying Seminole interests. Mike Osceola‟s presence 

on the committee became disputed among the tribe because of his staunch advocacy of 

tribal termination in both the Washington and Clewiston hearings, but he was a fair 

representative of the independent camps of Seminoles living off of the Tamiami Trail and 

so he remained on the committee in spite of the other committee members‟ dislike of his 

politics.
44

 It is worth noting that before the first termination hearings the Seminoles tried 

to write a constitution on multiple occasions but the various factions within the tribe were 

too polarized and no general consensus could be agreed on.  

This time around, in 1957, the circumstances were different. For one, they had 

Rex Quinn to walk them through the process and to make sure the BIA would approve of 

their constitution and bylaws. But they also had a stronger incentive to come to some 

agreement. The State government was withholding Seminole funds in a trust until they 

could agree on a tribal constitution. The Seminoles had sold tracts of their land to the 

Florida Turnpike Authority for the new highway they were building and the state also had 
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leased some reservation land for oil exploration.
45

 The tribe desperately needed the funds 

for reservation maintenance and they were more willing to compromise their desires for 

the constitution so that they could receive the money from their trust. Quinn worked 

closely with the committee and painstakingly walked them through all of the provisions 

and constitutional powers required by the BIA and discussed the Seminoles‟ options for a 

corporate charter at length so that they all fully understood what would be in the best 

interest of the tribe and what needed to be incorporated in their constitution and charter.
46

  

With Quinn‟s help, the committee agreed on a constitution. The constitution 

created a governing body of 8 members known as the Tribal Council. Members of the 

Tribal Council had to be at least 21 years old and were voted in. Also, two members of 

the council had to be reservation non-residents so as to maintain a balance of interests 

and to prevent any single reservation from monopolizing the council.
47

 The powers of the 

constitution were subject to the limits of the U.S. Constitution and federal statutes. The 

tribe had the right to negotiate with federal, state, and local governments on behalf of the 

tribe, but the council overall had limited powers and all of the council‟s actions were 

subject to the approval of the Secretary of the Interior.
48

 The tribe‟s corporate charter 

aimed for a similar balance of power. The charter created the Seminole Tribe of Florida, 

Inc. as a federal corporation with rights of perpetual succession.
49

 “At first glance it 

appears that the Seminole people were allowed very wide latitude in conducting their 

affairs,” according to Harry A. Kersey, author of An Assumption of Sovereignty: Social 
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and Political Transformation among the Florida Seminoles, 1953-1979.  “But after closer 

scrutiny of the „corporate powers‟ article reveals just how tightly the Department of the 

Interior controlled Seminole business affairs.”
50

 Although the Department of the Interior 

had enormous control over the tribe‟s actions, both governmental and business actions, 

the business charter allowed for unlimited economic growth, and the tribe would test its 

abilities to grow at the end of the century by creating an international gambling empire. 

Mid-Century Enterprises: Cattle, Smoke Shops, and the Road to Gaming 

The first Seminole Tribal government was ratified in 1957 and was a huge step 

for the tribe. It was the first successful attempt at achieving their own independent 

government and it allowed them to organize and mobilize in a way that would later help 

them achieve economic prosperity beyond anything that the tribe could have imagined in 

1957. The Seminole Tribe describes the foundation of their first tribal government as 

follows: 

The first Seminole government achieved what many felt was impossible, bringing 

the chaos of new organization under control and the first monies into the tiny 

Tribal treasury. Thus began the modern era of the Seminole Tribe of Florida. The 

wise framers of the Seminole Constitution foresaw an economic prosperity far 

beyond the small-time tourism ventures - alligator wrestling shows, airboat rides, 

roadside arts and crafts booths, village tours - that had become the [staple] of 

individual and Tribal economy.
51

  

Seminoles had already found a way to prosper financially through “small-time” ventures, 

but after they received federal recognition and ratified their first Constitution, they set 

their sights on larger enterprises. They had already begun to thrive raising cattle, but to 

their cattle enterprises they added tobacco and gaming.  
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 Because of the business-friendly nature of the Seminole governing structure, the 

trustees of the cattle programs in place at the Brighton and Big Cypress Reservations had 

a leg up in both the tribal council and the board of directors. One of the Seminoles‟ 

earliest efforts towards achieving a unified governing body came from the cattle 

cooperative. Seminoles had historically been cattle farmers throughout the previous 

centuries. They claim that their ancestors raised cattle as far back as Spanish-ruled 

Florida. By the eighteenth century the Creek, from whom the Seminoles are descended, 

raised cattle as a major meat source and export.
52

 After the Brighton Reservation was 

expanded from a 2,500-acre tract of land known as Indian Prairie to 35,000 acres, federal 

authorities began a cattle program with a herd of 1,200.
53

 The new, larger reservation led 

to cattle production, which became the main source of income. But even though the 

Seminoles had a sizable cattle cooperative by 1943, the families on the reservation were 

still making an annual average income of less than $500 per family.
54

 The first attempt 

towards a Seminole government came from the needs of the cattle raisers. But instead of 

organizing an official tribal governing body to benefit the communal cattle cooperative, 

the cattle spread into the hands of a few Seminole families that became individual cattle 

owners.
55

 Kersey explains, “This [disparity] created an economic stratification within the 

tribe that, over time, led to substantial political friction. For most Indian families at 

Brighton and Big Cypress, including those who were cattle owners, life was difficult at 
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best.”
56

 The cattle initiative was intended to be a communal operation that would benefit 

the whole reservation, but the power shift that occurred among the more powerful 

families delayed the formation of a tribal government and created a social hierarchy that 

previously had been nonexistent in Seminole culture. Rather than solving the tribe‟s 

hierarchical and governmental problems with an organized government, they created an 

arbitrary socio-economic divide that benefited the families at the top of the hierarchy 

very little and did not benefit the non-cattle owning families at all.  

In the 1950‟s, the Seminoles with cattle had more motivation to keep their tribal 

status when faced with the possibility of termination because their beef herding relied on 

federal supervision and financial support. Many of the members of the committee that 

drafted the Seminole Constitution as well as the charter were cattle owners. Bill Osceola, 

Billy Osceola, and Frank Billie were cattle holders and framers of the Seminole Tribe 

Constitution. R.T. King confirms that those with cattle stakes have been more politically 

active within the tribe. “Baptist, English-speaking cattle owners have dominated the 

political hierarchy since the 1957 formation of the Seminole Tribe of Florida.”
57

 They 

had more of a stake in being involved in the drafting of the constitution but they were 

also more qualified than other tribe members because of their cattle experience; they 

possessed certain leadership and entrepreneurial skills that made them stand out choices 

as committee members.
58

 Federal officials turned to elected cattle trustees to represent 

collective interests and cattle programs dominated Seminole governing throughout the 
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1960‟s and 1970‟s.
59

 Cattle owners were used to having authority within the tribe, and in 

the late 1960‟s they formed an economic special interest group within the tribe.
60

 

Although the cattle business was not very profitable because it required 

Seminoles to borrow a lot of money, the Seminole Tribe of Florida, Inc. continued to 

push for its rights to continue the Tribe‟s cattle enterprise. Their business‟s success relied 

very heavily on their ability to lease land from the government. The federal law of the 

late 1950‟s stated that reservation land leases were limited to 25 years, which meant that 

their leases were coming to an end.
61

 The loss of federally leased lands would have been 

detrimental to the Seminoles‟ cattle industry, and so the Tribal Council pushed Congress 

to amend the law so as to allow leases to last as long as ninety-nine years. Representative 

Haley became a strong advocate for their interests in Congress as he was still head of the 

House Subcommittee on Indian Affairs. Haley would not allow ninety-nine year leases, 

but he eventually allowed long-term leases lasting more than 25 years. The loss of these 

cattle lands would have been completely devastating to the tribe because the process of 

purchasing and raising cattle was very costly. Ultimately, Congress agreed that 65 year 

leases were reasonable, and in coordination with BIA efforts, leases were set at very low 

costs and the federal government created incentives for small businesses and industries to 

rent space on Seminole lands in exchange for providing jobs and training to Seminoles.
62

 

However, when leases ended and government incentives ran out, the small industries left 

the reservations, leaving behind empty buildings and jobless Seminoles.  
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The process of raising cattle left the tribe with massive federal debts amounting to 

1.7 million dollars by 1969.
63

 Jessica Cattelino asserts that there was a sort of paradox to 

the Seminoles‟ mounting debt. “This [debt] mired them in a debt relationship to the 

federal government that would not disappear until casinos, but it also had productive 

potential: cattle owners could leverage their herds as equity in order to obtain loans 

unavailable to other reservation Indians. Cattle as equity, in turn, enabled new capital-

intensive pursuits—for example, housing and business ventures—that were previously 

unimaginable.”
64

 Cattle provided the Seminoles with important capital that would have 

made the tribe‟s economic growth much slower if even possible. The cattle industry is 

still popular in the Seminole Tribe. In 2001, Seminoles were among the largest cattle 

operators in the state and the 12
th

 largest in the United States with 7,000 head of cattle in 

which all tribal members were shareholders.
65

 But even though the tribe had a large herd, 

it still was not a particularly profitable industry and even though there is a communal 

herd, the majority of the cattle was handled privately. In a 1997 interview with St. 

Petersburg Times journalist Jeff Testerman, Chairman James Billie, Tribal comptroller 

Ted Boyd, Tribal Housing Director Joel Frank, and Tribal Special Projects Writer Peter 

B. Gallagher set the record straight. Testerman suggested that the Seminoles owned a 

considerable number of cattle: 

Billie: . . . I bought 108 cows, I mean I bought a hundred cows and I was settin' 

over there in, uh, Clewiston and I'm proud that I had 100 cows that I bought for 

myself, and this guy said, "Hey." This was the Hilliard guy. One of the Hilliard 

boys said, "I heard you got you some cows." I said, "Yes, I did." So a little bit, a 

little bit during a conversation with him, finally I said, "How many head you 

                                                 
63

 An Assumption of Sovereignty, 95. 
64

 Cattelino, 34. 
65

 Ibid. 



 27 

got?" "I got about 60,000." Now you can't tell me we're the biggest cattle--there's 

only about how many head of cattle? Five . . . About 10,000 would you say? 

 

Boyd: About ten thousand. 

 

Billie: If that. […] 

 

Reporter: Do you make money with the cattle? 

 

Billie: [Cattle] Never has made money. It‟s uh… 

 

Reporter: Why not? 

 

Billie: I mean I just got into the cowboy, I've not . . . 

 

Gallagher: It‟s individual… 

 

Billie: But this is not a tribal operation, these are individual people.
66

 

 

Cattle was never a highly profitable industry for the Seminoles and still is not, yet certain 

individuals continued the industry. Cattle owners played a considerable role in the push 

for self-governing in the tribe, and culturally, owning cattle is still respectable and has 

certain connotations with power in the tribe, which is likely a result of the early power 

and influence that cattle holders had within the tribe. 

 What scholars call the Era of Self-Determination came into full swing for the 

Seminoles with the election of Howard Tommie. Tommie was elected the chairman of 

the Tribal Council in 1971. He appealed to the younger generation of Seminoles and 

preached self-determination and self-help.
67

 His administration pursued four main issues: 

Seminole land claims, Seminole water rights, the right to untaxed smoke shops, and the 
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right to operate high-stakes, unregulated bingo facilities.
68

 Smoke shops and high stakes 

bingo became hugely profitable businesses for the Seminole Tribe, but were controversial 

among non-Indian state officials. Smoke shops were attractive to smokers because they 

offered cigarettes for sale without any state, county, or city sales tax. After a 1976 court 

decision, federally recognized Indian tribes gained the right to sell tobacco products 

exempt from tax, and consequently the next year the Seminole Tribe opened its first 

smoke shops. The Palm Beach Post reported that a modest trailer on the Hollywood 

reservation frequently experienced cars pulled up bumper to bumper in line to buy 

cigarette cartons for $4.25, which was a dollar less than local supermarket prices.
69

 The 

article continues, “The Seminole Indian Reservation is not part of the State of Florida. As 

far as Florida taxes are concerned, the trailer…might as well be another state—or even 

another country. „We jokingly call it Little Switzerland,‟ one state beverage agent said.”
70

 

The opening of Seminole smoke shops came about at a favorable time. The same year 

that they opened, the Florida State Legislature increased the state cigarette tax from 17 

cents per pack to 21 cents per pack, making it one of the highest cigarette taxes in the 

country.
71

 As a result of this new enterprise, the tribal annual income increased from 

$600,000 in 1968 to $4.5 million in 1977.
72

  

 Such unprecedented economic success drew considerable attention in the 

community. In 1953, Congress passed Public Law 280, which gave states civil and 
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criminal jurisdiction over cases involving Native Americans.
73

 Accordingly, the law 

allowed for civil lawsuits to be brought against Seminole cigarette sales. Broward County 

Sheriff Edward J. Stack filed a suit against the Florida Division of Alcoholic Beverages 

and Tobacco to push the agency to collect taxes from the Seminoles‟ untaxed cigarettes.
74

 

A circuit court ruled that the sale of cigarettes to and by a business located on an Indian 

reservation was not taxable by the state and settled the tribe‟s right to run a smoke shop.
75

 

However, later contradictory rulings by various federal courts created some confusion in 

regard to the taxability of Indian sales. In 1979, following a rigorous lobbying initiative 

by the Seminoles and their tobacco supporters, the Florida legislature passed a bill that 

secured the tribe‟s right to sell tax-free cigarettes on reservations.
76

 This legislation was 

challenged in nearly every legislative session throughout the 1980‟s, but the Seminoles 

repeatedly defended their right to smoke shops by arguing that their economic 

independence relied on tax-free cigarette sales, and it is evident that their livelihood was 

greatly dependent on the smoke shops.
77

 Using similar legislative advantages that 

allowed for tax-free cigarette sales enabled the Seminoles to begin high stakes bingo 

games with stakes considerably higher than state laws allowed. 
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Bingo and Beyond 

Like so many other tribes, the Seminoles have taken full advantage of their right 

to gaming on tribal lands. The National Indian Gaming Association (NIGA) reported that 

65% of tribes in the lower 48 states operated gaming facilities in 2004, and in 2003 tribal 

gaming accounted for $15.9 billion.
78

 The Seminoles are no exception to this statistic. 

During Howard Tommie‟s years as Chairman of the Tribal Council in the late 1970‟s, he 

kept the Seminoles on the cutting edge of Native American enterprise and politics and 

made way for the first gaming facility. After Tommie‟s successful smoke shops had 

proven to be a valuable enterprise for the Seminole Tribe and in the wake of a variety of 

judicial and legislative victories that upheld tribal smoke shops, Tommie pushed for a 

new enterprise. Under Tommie‟s leadership, the tribe came to accept the more profitable 

and more controversial unregulated, high-stakes bingo venture.  

In 1978, the Tribal Council viewed an economic development proposal put 

forward by the Seminole Management Association, for which notable Howard Tommie 

had majority ownership.
79

 The proposal was for a Seminole Plaza on prime Hollywood 

Reservation property and would include a shopping center, smoke shop, and bingo hall 

with room for 1,500 players.
80

 Tommie explained to the council that the tribe would 

receive their usual cut from the tobacco sales, rent for the land that the plaza would be on, 

and twenty percent of the bingo profits, and accordingly the Council voted 4-0 in favor of 

the proposal with Tommie in a separate room.
81
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Before the anticipated bingo facility opened, Broward County Sheriff Robert 

Butterworth threatened to end the operation, claiming that the tribe violated the Florida 

statute that regulated bingo. The Florida statute only permitted bingo with stakes of $100 

or less and limited games to twice per week; the proposed Seminole bingo hall would 

have multiple games per day and would have stakes as high as $10,000 to $20,000. The 

Seminoles took hold of their unique sovereign tribal status and asked a judge to put an 

injunction against the Sheriff in an attempt to keep him away from the bingo hall during 

its opening in December 1979, which they succeeded in doing.
82

 This arguably marked 

the first appearance of Native American gaming facility, and it definitely made it the first 

successful opening of a tribally run high stakes bingo hall in the country.
83

 The Tribe 

brought suit against Butterworth in The Seminole Tribe of Florida v. Robert Butterworth 

in 1981. The court said, “his appeal involves a question arising under Public Law 280, the 

federal law permitting states to exercise civil and criminal jurisdiction over the Indian 

tribes. All parties agree that the case turns on the determination of whether Florida 

Statute Section 849.093, which permits bingo games to be played by certain qualified 

organizations subject to restrictions by the state is civil/regulatory or criminal/prohibitory 

in nature. If the statute is civil/regulatory…the statute cannot be enforced against the 

Seminole Tribe of Florida.”
84

 Butterworth, who later became attorney general for the 

State of Florida, provided the circuit court with past rulings on similar subjects. However, 
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as previously noted, rulings in regard to Native sovereignty and enterprise had been 

largely divided and inconsistent. The fact that the legislation that allowed for bingo also 

provided for the Seminoles‟ new found wealth made the case even more important. The 

court held that “Bingo appears to fall in a category of gambling that the state has chosen 

to regulate by imposing certain limitations to avoid abuses. Where the state regulates the 

operation of bingo halls to prevent the game of bingo from becoming a money-making 

business, the Seminole Indian tribe is not subject to that regulation and cannot be 

prosecuted for violating the limitations imposed.”
85

 Congress had never authorized 

Florida to apply its civil regulatory powers on the tribe; it was only authorized to regulate 

criminal activity. In the end, the court found that bingo halls were not contrary to the 

tribe‟s sovereign rights, that the case fell under civil jurisdiction, and ruled that, “in view 

of the Congressional policy enunciated in Public Law 280, the court must resolve a close 

question in favor of Indian Sovereignty.”
86

 In the wake of this courtroom win, Chairman 

Tommie opted not to run for a third term so that he could focus his full attention on his 

new business, Howard E. Tommie Enterprises.
87

 However, before Tommie‟s end in 

office, he proposed the sale of tax-free liquor. But because of the tribe‟s large Baptist 

population and the conservative ideals of the tribe‟s elders, the proposal was struck down 

in a 5-0 vote.
88

 

 In 1988 and in the wake of the Seminole‟s judicial victory, Congress passed the 

most important federal legislation in regard to Indian gaming: the Indian Gaming 

Regulatory Act (IGRA). The law established 3 classes of tribal gaming. Class I 
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encompasses traditional tribal games only for prizes of minimal value or traditional forms 

of Indian gaming and allows the tribe to regulate the gaming; Class II allows bingo and 

card games that are played against other players instead of against the house and can be 

operated and regulated by the tribe if it is legal to do so in the surrounding state; Class III 

gaming refers to “Las Vegas style” games such as slot machines, blackjack, roulette, and 

games related to chance.
89

 To obtain Class III gaming rights, a tribe has to take certain 

measures. The Particular component of Class III gaming that a tribe wants to conduct 

must be permitted in the state in which the tribe is located, both the tribe and the state 

must negotiate a compact that has been approved by the Secretary of the Interior or the 

Secretary must approve regulatory procedures, and the tribe must have adopted a tribal 

gaming ordinance that has been approved by the Chairman of the Gaming Commission.
90

 

A tribal-state compact under IGRA, as defined by the Florida House of Representatives, 

is an agreement between a Native American tribe and a state that establishes the rules in 

which to govern the conduct of permitted Class III gambling on tribal lands and any fees 

or revenue sharing.
91

 Class III gaming is considerably more profitable than the former 

two classes, but it requires a tribe to relinquish a certain amount of control and regulation 

over gaming to the state and also requires profit sharing with the state. Although most of 

these specifications seem like minor details, they leave the most profitable tribal gaming 

rights entirely in the hands of the state, making the sovereign tribes more dependent on 
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the state and less able to govern their own enterprises. Although the act provided much 

needed gaming legislation, the details of the act forced tribal governments to rely on state 

mandated, civil regulations, which in some respects may be seen as a step away from 

tribal sovereignty gains. In Florida, the Seminoles‟ newly obtained gaming rights became 

highly controversial. Christian anti-gambling groups, Disney, and offshore casino cruise 

companies pressured the state government to limit tribal gaming.
92

  

As recently as 2007 the Seminole‟s only had Class II gaming rights. The 

Seminoles found that negotiating with the state was contrary to their sovereign rights, and 

accordingly had forgone the most profitable gaming class in order to maintain their 

independence from the state and their self-regulatory rights.
93

 The decision proved to be a 

good one for a while. Their bingo hall became so popular that the Seminoles began 

expanding their enterprise considerably during the 1990‟s. In 1991, the Hollywood 

facility became a 24-hour gaming facility, in 1993 they expanded the hall to 

accommodate more patrons, in 1994 they expanded to limited-pot poker, and in 1995 

they began hosting weekly poker tournaments.
94

 In response to the tribe‟s expanded 

gaming, the State of Florida put forward a suit against the Seminole Tribe and the tribe 

countered with a suit against the state.
95

 The Seminole case against the state was intended 

to force the state to negotiate a compact that would allow Class III gaming in good faith, 

but the case eventually went to the Supreme Court in 1996 as Seminole Tribe of Florida 
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v. Florida.
96

 The court ruled in a 5-4 decision that the state was protected from the tribe‟s 

suit by the Eleventh Amendment because of a technicality; the tribe listed the state 

governor on the suit, which violated IGRA provisions that specifically prohibited such an 

action.
97

 The tribe was unable to negotiate with the state and continued its Class II 

gaming status. But they did not let this hamper their hopes for expanding their gaming 

enterprises. 

In 1999, the tribe made plans to build a gaming facility on the Coconut Creek 

federal land trust that had been set aside for tribal use. The local community met the 

proposal with opposition, claiming it would create traffic congestion, higher crime rates, 

and lower local business sales.
98

 Coconut Creek officials were initially not complacent 

with Seminole plans and fought the plans, but after negotiations and contributions to the 

town, the Seminoles were able to build their casino.
99

 Eventually, the community 

embraced the casino and the contributions it made to the community, and the casino has 

even become a popular social meeting place among the Coconut Creek community.
100

 

The Seminole Tribe has since expanded their gambling enterprises to their reservations 

and federal lands in Tampa, the more rural Brighton, and Immokalee. The Tampa 

reservation was originally awarded to the Seminoles by the state because of Indian 

remains found on the site. The state intended for the tribe to maintain the land as a burial 

ground, but the Seminoles used the location near the large, metropolitan Tampa area as 
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another gaming facility. Wherever the Seminoles opened a casino, there was considerable 

local opposition, but because of the tribe‟s sovereignty they required little local support. 

Also, because the tribe frequently made contributions to local governments and 

organizations, the opposition to the casinos tended to disappear once the casinos were 

opened and the impact on the local communities could be seen. 

In the early 2000‟s, the Seminoles began doing business with Hard Rock 

International. In 2004, the Seminoles subsequently opened Hard Rock Hotels and 

Casinos on their Hollywood and Tampa Reservations with Hollywood featuring a 

130,000-square-foot casino and Tampa boasting a 90,000-square-foot casino.
101

 In 2006, 

the Seminoles shocked the international business community by announcing their $965 

million acquisition of Hard Rock International.
102

 The deal included 124 Hard Rock 

Cafes, four Hard Rock Hotels, two Hard Rock Casino Hotels, two Hard Rock Live 

concert venues, and stakes in three unbranded hotels.
103

 The deal with the London-based 

company was believed to be the first purchase of a major international business by an 

American Indian tribe.
104

 This epic move may be seen as an unprecedented power shift 

that has occurred between the Seminole Tribe and the state government in the past 

decades. The acquisition was not widely publicized by the tribe, but it symbolizes their 

new power in the twenty-first century and marks a dramatic shift from their impoverished 

status at the beginning of the twentieth century to an economically independent, self-

governing powerhouse.  
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The purchase of Hard Rock International prompted the Seminole Tribe to pursue 

two new, seemingly opposite, endeavors: to obtain Class III gaming abilities and to 

change their image as bingo moguls. In 2007, the Tribe renewed its efforts toward 

achieving a compact with the state government. Governor Crist agreed to allow the 

Seminoles to offer Class III gambling inside their casinos, in exchange for an annual state 

contribution of $100 million.
105

 Although Crist made the agreement, the Florida Supreme 

Court invalidated the Seminole compact, ruling that Crist did not have the constitutional 

authority to make the necessary agreements that would allow practices outside of the 

state law.
106

 The Seminoles, however, began offering Class III gaming, including black 

jack, slot machines, roulette, and high stakes poker. Further, the State Attorney General, 

Bill McCollum, has repeatedly requested that the Seminoles discontinue their illegal 

operation of Class III gaming, but the Seminoles continue to operate their new games.
107

 

Technically the federal government would have to become involved in ending the 

Seminole‟s Class III gaming, and McCullum repeatedly requested that the federal 

government enforce gaming laws but to no avail.
108

 The Seminole Tribe did not have 

Class III gaming status until 2010, but they continued to provide Class III games at their 

facilities. They also ran television commercials advertising black jack and Las Vegas 

style slot machines, which surely infuriated state legislators. This power that the tribe 

began to exert is certainly a sign of the tribe‟s new international business prowess and the 
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full realization of their Tribal governing power and its implications. The seemingly 

indomitable spirit of the Seminoles and their resistance toward government demands is 

reminiscent of the tribe‟s nineteenth-century history, and in an odd way upholds the 

Tribe‟s self-proclaimed “never-defeated” spirit that has defined their tribe in American 

history. Their persistence paid off because in April 2010, the Florida State Senate and 

House of Representatives approved the Seminole‟s third attempt to achieve Class III 

gaming.
109

 The tribe‟s persistence has allowed them to obtain their desired gaming 

classification without damaging their reputation. 

While the Seminole Tribe has asserted its governing powers and expanded its 

gambling enterprises at the turn of the new century, it has also made a new effort towards 

projecting the tribe‟s identity as more than casino-running Indians. The tribe has made a 

new effort towards diversifying its economy as well as showing the local community and 

tourists that they are still proud of their heritage. Jessica Cattelino asserts, “Economic 

diversification is not just a way for Seminoles to make money or protect assets. 

Diversification is also a matter of pride, politics, and nationalism.”
110

 The tourist 

attraction Billie Swamp Safari on the Big Cypress Reservation is an excellent example of 

the Seminole‟s economic diversification fused with cultural pride and nationhood. The 

attraction features the Swamp Water Café, which features alligator tail and Indian tacos; 

ecological tours via airboat or swamp buggy; reptile shows featuring indigenous 

venomous snakes and baby alligators; alligator wrestling shows; craft shows and classes; 

and overnight stays in a chickee. The attraction has become a popular destination for 
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tourists, locals, and school groups. The Safari‟s success, according to Cattelino, may be 

attributed to three factors. The attraction provided an activity and meeting place for the 

local, rural community. Before the Swamp Safari opened, locals had to drive 45 minutes 

to the nearest restaurant. Secondly, ecotourism drew the attention of consumers who had 

new interest in the environment and conservation. Finally, the attraction confirmed and 

perpetuated the tradition of Seminole cultural tourism.
111

 The Seminoles brought their 

century-old tradition of cultural tourism full-circle by successfully introducing it into the 

twenty-first century and reaffirming their place in Florida‟s history and culture. 

Conclusion 

 The Seminoles made an incredible lifestyle change in the twentieth century. They 

went from being destitute and hardly able to subsist to finding a way to economically 

dominate the South Florida gaming economy. They have experienced unprecedented 

economic prosperity, and this new role in society has changed the stereotype of Indian-

ness in America. The Seminoles have experienced privileges that do not extend to other 

ethnic or minority groups, such as tax exemptions, reservation land, and governing 

abilities. As a result, the perception of Seminoles and of Native Americans as a whole has 

been somewhat reversed in that the Seminoles are now an international economic 

powerhouse that benefits from non-Indians. Further, Seminoles have changed their social 

structure from being a communal, subsistence-based people to embodying the very image 

of capitalism and the American “rags-to-riches” ideology. Seminoles have both reversed 

and confirmed their stereotypical image throughout the twentieth century by using 

American ideas of progress and economic success while still maintaining their “spirit,” 
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having never signed a peace treaty and having a military indomitableness. This “spirit” 

refers to their historical role as having never been vanquished by the federal government 

and military. They carried this persistence and strength with them culturally and used it to 

form their own federally recognized tribal government. They later used this same 

persistence and fortitude to form highly profitable enterprises that allowed the Seminoles 

to rise above their previous poverty.  
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