
R E A D I N G

1

Tecumseh, who by all accounts was an 
imposing figure, was one of the greatest 
Indigenous leaders. This portrait was 
based on a sketch made by historian 
Benson John Lossing, who was born 
the same year Tecumseh died. 

Tecumseh, the Shooting Star

In the early 1800s, White settlers moved into Ohio and other 
parts of the Northwest Territory, forcibly removing Indigenous 
people who resided on the land. Instead of forfeiting their 
lands, they resisted by creating a coalition of Indigenous 
groups. This new Indigenous confederacy was led by Tecumseh, 
a Shawnee chief.

The Shawnee canoes slid swiftly down the Wabash River toward 
the town of Vincennes, the capital of the Indiana Territory. Though 
the Shawnee hoped for peace, their canoes were prepared for war. 

The date was August 12, 1810, and the Shawnee—about 75 of 
them—had come to meet with the governor, William Henry 
Harrison. For several days, they camped outside of town, waiting for 
the meeting to begin at the governor’s mansion. Harrison had set up 
tables and chairs on the mansion’s large porch, but Tecumseh insisted 
they sit on the lawn. As he put it, “The earth was the most proper 
place for the Indians, as they liked to repose [rest] on the bosom of 
their mother.” 

As everyone took a seat, Tecumseh remained standing. The 
people in attendance would later agree that the man, whose name in 
Shawnee meant “Shooting Star,” had a commanding presence and a 
gift for words. 

Tecumseh faced Governor Harrison and began to describe the 
injustices his people had suffered at the hands of the U.S. government. 
He spoke of unfair treaties and broken promises that had stripped them 
of their homes. He said the government had persuaded Indigenous 
groups to sell land that they did not believe could be owned. The land, 
he said, “was never divided, but belongs to all.” And he continued, 

No tribe has the right to sell, even to each other, much less to 
strangers. Sell a country? Why not sell the air, the great sea, as 
well as the earth? Did not the Great Spirit make them all for the 
use of his children?

Tecumseh announced to the governor that his people wanted to 
live in peace, but they would fight if necessary. Harrison was unmoved 
by Tecumseh’s words, but he knew he could not ignore the Shawnee 
leader. When Harrison later called him “one of those uncommon 
geniuses which spring up occasionally to produce revolutions and 
overturn the established order of things,” he was expressing his desire 
to ensure Tecumseh did not stand in the way of  White settlers and 
U.S. expansion into the region. 

Who was Tecumseh, and how did he contribute to the legacy of 
Indigenous resistance in America?
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The Making of a Warrior
Tecumseh was born around 1768 in the Ohio Territory, a beautiful 

land of rivers and forests rich in wildlife. The Shawnee considered it a 
sacred place, which they called the “center of the world.” 

Despite the Ohio Territory’s picturesque landscape, Tecumseh 
grew up in troubled times in which White settlers crossed the 
Appalachians and seized Indigenous lands. During the American 
Revolution, most Indigenous people fought on the British side, hoping 
to halt western settlement. After the war, however, westward expan-
sion continued as White settlers continued to take Indigenous land. 

Indigenous people called the Americans “Long Knives” because of 
the army swords some of them carried. Tecumseh lost his father to the 
fighting against the Long Knives. He and his family also had to resettle 
many times as the Americans raided and burned their villages. 

These experiences encouraged Tecumseh to become a warrior. 
As a boy, he saw Shawnee war parties prepare for battle and watched 
them paint their faces and put on their war feathers. As a young man, 
he studied the arts of warfare, and by his early 20s, he had become a 
skillful warrior. 

At first, Indigenous groups found success in their battles with the 
Long Knives. But, in 1794, they suffered a crushing defeat at the Battle 
of Fallen Timbers and were forced to sign the Treaty of Greenville 
the next year. Under this treaty, they surrendered most of the Ohio 
Territory to White settlement in exchange for money and the promise 
of lands in western Ohio and Indiana. However, several Indigenous 
groups refused to agree to the treaty.

Tecumseh refused to sign it because he believed Ohio was the land 
of his people and knew the government had failed to honor previous 
agreements. Nevertheless, many older Indigenous leaders had grown 
tired of fighting and did not imagine they could defeat the Long 
Knives. Tecumseh, however, would not give up the land so easily.

The Quest for Indigenous Unity
After the Treaty of Greenville, Tecumseh and his followers migrated 

west into the Indiana Territory, but White settlers continued to move 
west too. They cleared the land and killed the wild game, ensuring 
there would soon be nothing left to sustain the Indigenous way of life.

By the early 1800s, Tecumseh knew that he had to do something 
to save his people. The only solution, he believed, was to form a single 
Indigenous nation.

Indigenous groups had formed confederacies in the past, but 
Tecumseh’s plan was much bigger. He imagined a grand confederation 
of Indigenous people, stretching from the Great Lakes to the Gulf 
of Mexico. It would unite dozens of Indigenous groups around the 
common goal of defending their land. To these groups, he declared, 
“Brothers, we all belong to one family.”

War clubs like these were probably 
used by Tecumseh. Indigenous warriors 
also used spiked clubs, bows and 
arrows, or muskets.
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It was an enormous challenge, perhaps too big even for an inspired 
leader like Tecumseh. But he received crucial help from his younger 
brother, Lalawethika.

In 1805, Lalawethika had a mystical vision that told him how 
his people could be saved. If they embraced Indigenous customs 
and rejected the ways of the White world, the White people would 
be driven from their land. This message had a powerful effect on 
other Indigenous people, who began to refer to Lalawethika as “the 
Prophet.” 

Tecumseh realized that he could combine the Prophet’s message 
with his own call for Indigenous unity to forge a powerful move-
ment. Together, the two brothers founded a new village. They called 
it Prophetstown and it drew many Indigenous groups to join the 
confederation.

Governor Harrison feared the growing power of the Indigenous 
confederacy built by Tecumseh, but he continued to promote White 
settlement in Indiana. In 1809, he gathered some Indigenous leaders, 
but not Tecumseh or the Prophet, and persuaded them to sign another 
unfavorable treaty. The Treaty of Fort Wayne required the Indigenous 
people of Indiana to sell 3 million acres of land to the government for 
just pennies an acre.

Tecumseh was furious and went to meet Harrison at Vincennes—
the famous meeting of 1810—to inform him that the treaty was 
invalid. In his view, no one had the right to sell the land because land 
could not be bought and sold. When Harrison declined to listen, 
Tecumseh went away more convinced than ever that only Indigenous 
unity and resistance could save his people.

Tecumseh’s brother, who was known 
as the Prophet, helped him launch a 
movement for Indigenous unity. His 
Shawnee name was Lalawethika, but 
he later changed it to Tenskwatawa, 
meaning “open door.

Tecumseh’s Last Battles 
In the fall of 1811, war came sooner than Tecumseh expected. 

While Tecumseh was away trying to secure new allies, Governor 
Harrison made his move and marched his militia into Prophetstown, 
ordering the Indigenous people to leave. Tecumseh had warned 
the Prophet not to get drawn into war while he was gone. But the 
Prophet ignored this command, believing his spiritual power would 
protect them.

Just before dawn on November 7, a small force of several hundred 
Indigenous warriors crept into the militia camp where a thousand 
American soldiers were stationed. Hoping to take the camp by 
surprise, they advanced upon the unsuspecting soldiers. The Battle of 
Tippecanoe had begun. 

 After gaining the upper hand in the darkness and confusion of 
battle, it seemed that the Indigenous soldiers’ strategy might work. But 
as the day dawned and the fighting wore on, it was clear they would be 
forced to retreat by the American militia. Harrison and his troops 
entered Prophetstown and burned it to the ground. 
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After Tecumseh’s 
death, Indigenous 
people continued 
to be forced off of 
their land by the 
U.S. government 
and White settlers. 
Tecumseh’s death 
marked the end of the 
united Indigenous 
confederacy that 
he had envisioned. 
Regardless, he set an 
example in his dedi-
cation to his ideals 
and his commitment 
to his people.

Tecumseh was killed far from his native 
Ohio on October 5, 1813, at the Battle of 
the Thames. The battle was a victory 
for the Americans in the War of 1812, 
as U.S. forces outnumbered Indigenous 
and British forces.

While the defeat at Tippecanoe upset Tecumseh’s plans, he  
continued to build his confederacy. When the War of 1812 began, he 
and several Indigenous allies joined with British forces in Canada. 

Once again, Tecumseh demonstrated bravery and leadership. In 
1813, however, Tecumseh and the British were defeated by a much 
larger U.S. force at the Battle of the Thames. “Our lives are in the 
hands of the Great Spirit,” Tecumseh declared. “We are determined 
to defend our lands, and if it is his will, we shall leave our bones 
upon them.” Although the British quickly f led the battlefield, 
Tecumseh refused to retreat and was killed in 
the battle. 
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N O T E S

E X P L O R I N G  B I O G R A P H I E S

Preparing to Write: Analyzing Motives
“This Land Is Your Land” is a famous song by American folk singer Woody Guthrie. One line says that the 
land—the physical United States—was made for you and for me. Just who owns the land has been an on-
going question in our nation’s history. The Shawnee leader Tecumseh challenged both Indigenous people 
and the U.S. government on land ownership. 

According to Tecumseh, why should a tribe not sell land?

Why did Tecumseh want to unite Indigenous groups?

Why did Tecumseh refuse to retreat at the Battle of the Thames?

Writing About Points of View
White settlers and the U.S. government believed they had a right to buy land from Indigenous people. 
Tecumseh and his followers argued that Indigenous people did not have the right to sell the land. The two 
groups had different points of view. On the next page, you will write a statement about each point of view. 
Make sure your statements are free of spelling and grammar errors.
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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The United States Through 
Industrialism, Lesson 14, Foreign Affairs in the Young Nation. Full support, including 
a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Write a short statement explaining the point of view of a follower of Tecumseh. Give supporting 
details for this point of view.

Write another statement explaining the point of view of a follower of a White 
settler. Give supporting details for this point of view.

Use this rubric to evaluate your statements. Make changes in your statements if you need to.

Score Description

3 The statements clearly explain a point of view and provide supporting 
details. There are no spelling or grammar errors.

2 The statements explain a point of view and provide some supporting 
details. There are some spelling or grammar errors.

1 The statements do not explain a clear point of view or provide many details. 
There are many spelling or grammar errors. 

https://www.teachtci.com/



