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					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, Shawnee chief

					If it were not for the vicinity of the United States, he would perhaps be the founder of an empire that would rival in glory Mexico or Peru.

					—William Henry Harrison, future U.S. president
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The English-language term for the original inhabitants of the continent now known as North America (itself a European term) has evolved over the last five centuries since permanent European colonists arrived. I have tried to use the current generally accepted terms for Indigenous Americans based in part on guidance from Native scholars.

			With this guidance in mind, I’ve used the preferred terms of “Native,” “Native American,” and “Indigenous,” understanding that they are not perfect terms themselves. “Indigenous” is also inclusive of Native Americans and First Nations in Canada. In historical references, I have tried to use the name of the individual tribal affiliation as much as possible, such as “a Shawnee hunter” rather than “a Native hunter.” When referred to as a whole, the name of a tribe or nation is singular—in other words, “the Shawnee” (meaning the Shawnee tribe) not “the Shawnees.” In the case of several bands existing within the same tribal group, the plural is used, such as “the Potawatomi tribes.”

			While these are the general guidelines followed in this book, there are exceptions. The term “Indian” has been widely used in the centuries since European contact by both Natives and non-natives alike. It continues to be used by Natives, especially those of an older generation, and in many institutional names, but is also considered somewhat outdated by some Native scholars.

			As author, I’ve retained the use of “Indian” in some instances where it occurs in a specific historical context, quote, or name. Whatever shortcomings in this book in the use of terms are my responsibility alone, and not the result of any advice or editorial help I’ve received.

			The reader should also note that in quoting historical documents, I’ve chosen to keep the original (and sometimes archaic) spelling intact where the meaning is obvious. In cases where a word or phrase is unintelligible to a modern reader, I’ve substituted the modern equivalent.

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE
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				On a hot Wednesday afternoon in August 1810, Shawnee chief Tecumseh and his entourage of forty tribal chiefs swung their birchbark canoes toward the Wabash River’s shore. Having paddled for two hundred miles among forests and prairies, they stepped with moccasined feet into a panorama of white gentility—the front lawn of the Indiana Territory’s finest home, Grouseland, fronted by a pillared portico designed in the Virginia plantation style.

				At this mansion-in-the-wilderness built by territorial governor William Henry Harrison, Tecumseh and his fellow chiefs intended to discuss treaty disputes. The meeting with Harrison, however, would soon escalate into an angry confrontation over contrary visions for North America’s future, two diametrically opposed ways of life. In an atmosphere heavy with symbolism, the fate of much of the continent would be left hanging in the balance.

				Approaching Grouseland from his canoe, Tecumseh spotted a row of chairs carefully arranged on the grass near the redbrick mansion’s portico. A new rail fence separated the lawn and chairs from the bank of the smooth-flowing river. He hesitated.

				Watching from the portico, Harrison noticed Tecumseh pause. He dispatched Joseph Barron, his Shawnee-speaking interpreter, to summon the Native contingent forward. Tecumseh refused, indicating an open grove of walnut trees along the riverbank about one hundred yards from Grouseland’s heavy front door. Granting the request, Harrison ordered the chairs and benches moved into the walnut grove.

				A council fire was kindled to open the conference. Tecumseh’s party—their faces painted red, black, and yellow, their heads plucked bald but for a warrior’s topknot adorned with feathers—entered the circle, having left their firearms outside by prior agreement, although they still carried tomahawks, knives, and war clubs tucked into their belts. Twelve U.S. soldiers armed with muskets provided the guard for Governor Harrison and the other U.S. officials gathering near the council fire. Knowing from experience the discomfort of a soldier’s uniform in hot weather, Harrison directed the lieutenant in charge to move the troops into the cool shade of a walnut tree.

				The territory’s judges and officers took their seats in the row of chairs serving as a dais. An armchair for Governor Harrison stood at its center. The warriors sat on the ground in a half circle, but Harrison offered Tecumseh a chair on the dais, alongside the other distinguished guests.

				“It is the wish of the Great Father, the President of the United States, that you do so,” said Governor Harrison who, many years in the future, would become that “great father” himself—the ninth U.S. president.

				Tecumseh, witnesses reported, stood still. He gazed at the governor, briefly. Then he looked up and reached with his arm toward the sky.

				“My father?” he replied dismissively. “The sun is my father—the earth is my mother—and on her bosom I will recline.”

				The effect was “electrical,” reported witnesses. “For some moments, there was a perfect silence.”

				Although Tecumseh and Harrison had faced off at a distance during the Battle of Fallen Timbers, sixteen years earlier, they’d never spoken. Since that conflict, which had opened the land that is now Ohio to white settlers, each had risen to high command. Now in his early forties, Tecumseh had emerged as the powerful and persuasive leader of a movement unifying tribes across the continent’s center—spanning from Lake Superior in the North to the Gulf of Mexico in the South, and from the Appalachians in the East to far out on the Great Plains in the West. Harrison, now in his midthirties, governed the sprawling Indiana Territory—a quarter-million square miles of land east of the Mississippi River. Encompassing an area the size of France, it was inhabited primarily by Indigenous people.

				Each man single-mindedly strove to defend or impose his radically different vision on the heart of North America. This clash of competing imaginations had reached a pivotal moment. It could tilt toward Harrison’s vision—a second wave of America’s founding that rolled unstoppably westward by handing out cheap, abundant land to the small farmer, a step toward a truer democracy by giving the little guy the vote, but coming at the expense of Native American tribes.

				Or it could pivot toward Tecumseh’s vision—blossoming into a powerful tribal alliance that Tecumseh and his brother the Prophet had promised to their thousands of followers across the continent. Holding the land as one, the tribal confederacy would refuse to cede more territory to the U.S. government. Tecumseh’s vision offered the Indigenous leadership its last, best hope to repel a relentless white onslaught bent on engulfing their ancestral lands and tearing up their ancestral cultures by the roots.

				

				—

				Wearing a dress uniform, with his officer’s sword dangling at his side, Governor Harrison opened the council with an acknowledgment of Tecumseh’s complaints and an offer to make amends. Two great warriors such as Tecumseh and himself, Harrison said, should be able to speak to each other frankly “under a clear sky, and in an open path.” He sat down in his armchair as Tecumseh stood.

				“Brother! I wish you to listen to me well,” the Shawnee chief began in a clear strong voice. “I wish to reply to you more explicitly, as I think you do not clearly understand what I before said to you. I shall explain it again.”[*1]

				He moved gracefully about the council circle in moccasins embroidered with porcupine quills and a fringed shirt and leggings of softened deerskin.

				“You have taken our lands from us, and I do not see how we can remain at peace with you if you continue to do so.”

				As he detailed the tribes’ complaints, the men were silent except for occasional sounds of assent from the gathered warriors. He concluded with both a plea and a warning. He asked Harrison to “take pity on all the red people.” He warned that if white settlement continued to cross the boundary onto the lands in question, it will “produce great troubles among us.” They didn’t want war, Tecumseh insisted. But they were prepared to go to war if necessary.

				He looked directly at Governor Harrison. “I wish you, Brother, to consider everything I have said is true.” Then he sat down on the earth.

				Rising from his armchair, Harrison justified his conduct, according to eyewitness accounts. There was “no foundation in fact” for the charges of “bad faith” made against the government. The governor could personally say in the presence of the Great Spirit that his own conduct “had been marked with kindness, and all his acts governed by honor, integrity and fair dealing.” He had always been a friend of the red man. Tecumseh’s assertions marked the first time in the governor’s life that “his motives had been questioned” by any chief who cared about the truth.

				Harrison returned to his chair, and Barron translated the governor’s words from English into Shawnee. He had turned to the Miami and Potawatomi leaders to translate into their languages, when Tecumseh, sitting in the council circle, called out in Shawnee: “Tell him…HE LIES!”

				The warriors began to stir.

				Barron hesitated. He didn’t want to offend Harrison and his visiting officials. He softened Tecumseh’s words when he translated them into English, and delivered them to the officials with an apologetic tone.

				But Tecumseh understood some English. Again, he angrily burst out at Barron in Shawnee. “No, no,” Tecumseh insisted. “TELL HIM HE LIES.”

				

				—

				It’s easy today to think that, once the American Revolution was won and the British were ousted, a growing United States would inevitably push westward across the North American continent. All that remained were the details. America had felt a western destiny starting soon after those first landings at Jamestown and Plymouth when colonial adventurers heard the call of bounty and possibility from the vast, unknown lands beyond the Appalachian Mountains. The question became, How far? Where to draw the boundary of the newly created nation—The Ohio Valley? The Mississippi? The Pacific?—or whether to draw one at all. Hundreds of independent tribes and nations, however, stood in the way. Westward expansion was not at all a fait accompli.

				Our usual national mythology has long celebrated a heroic westward push by pioneers who braved howling blizzards, ferocious beasts, and hostile tribes to build a nation spanning from sea to shining sea. Yet with time and distance from these events, Americans increasingly recognize that the nation’s admirable pioneer spirit came at a tremendous cost in human life, and cultural and environmental destruction. Might the outcome have been different had the choices that led to it not been so unthinking and haphazard? Many of the decisions that relentlessly propelled America’s westward thrust were not the result of considered debate. Rather, they occurred in immediate reaction to events unfolding on the frontier—deeply ingrained involuntary reflexes triggered by perceived threats, whether real or imagined.

				At other moments, the decisions that unleashed the westward thrust and its destructive imperative occurred simply by default, or at the behest of a few men acting secretly to fulfill their own visions and desires. Those elite, educated, papery-white Founding Fathers were creating a “nation of liberty,” but for whom was never fully addressed. Native Americans got a brief nod from Congress during the founding era—“utmost good faith shall always be observed toward the Indians”—but massive land grabs by self-enriching politicians and aggressive settlers had already distorted this high-minded sentiment even before the quill pen scratched the parchment to record it.

				In the years bridging the late 1700s and early 1800s, Congress did not entangle itself with lengthy debates about the fate of Native tribes and details of so-called treaties. Rather, much of substance was left in the hands of the early presidents, who powerfully felt the nation’s western destiny, men like George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. Those presidents, in turn, sat at desks hundreds or thousands of miles away and relied on territorial officials and U.S. Indian agents to serve as their eyes and ears on the borderlands where Native nations and westering settlers collided.

				Poised at the epicenter of the clash stood Tecumseh and William Henry Harrison—literally face-to-face.

				William Henry Harrison is often remembered as a footnote, the U.S. president with the catchy campaign slogan “Tippecanoe and Tyler, too.” Or he is remembered as an answer in countless trivia games—the president with the shortest term. To remind people of his frontier experience, he refused to wear a coat in the cold rain at his 1841 inauguration—or so the story goes—then gave a two-hour speech, the longest in presidential history, caught pneumonia, and died.[*2] But Harrison did as much as anyone to create the myth of the rugged American individual forged by the frontier. He also figured out how the U.S. government could sell land, inhabited by Indigenous people, at bargain prices and on credit to poor white settlers, jump-starting the machine that got western expansion rolling. There was a moment when the fate of the West hinged on him. This is how he should be remembered.

				He portrayed himself as a hero to these poor white settlers who had pegged their hopes for a new life on claiming land out west, but, in doing so, he, and Thomas Jefferson, deliberately committed genocide to serve both their own ambitions and those of the young United States. Rather than permitting them to live on their homelands as they had for millennia, Harrison and Jefferson gave Native Americans a choice: Give up your lands and become like us or pick up and move. Or, should you choose to resist, fight us and die.[*3]

				Tecumseh’s life, too, is unfamiliar to many Americans. They might remember his namesakes—affixed to an old Tecumseh-brand gasoline engine, or to the USS Tecumseh warship, or as the middle name of a famous Civil War general, William Tecumseh Sherman, whose father greatly admired the Shawnee chief. The name connotes power, strategy, and wisdom. Tecumseh stood as a giant among leaders of his era and remained so for many decades after his death. Many nineteenth-century white historians ranked him as the greatest Native leader of the century, greater even than Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull, and Geronimo.

				Tecumseh’s stature grew from his impressive strategic thinking, his skill and bravery as a warrior, his eloquence, and his remarkable and far-ranging tribal diplomacy. He also possessed great warmth, a ready humor, and an empathy that set him apart from so many leaders, especially in the modern era, who are motivated by their own ambitions. Tecumseh was a visionary who blazed a new path in order to hold on to ancestral traditions and ways of life.

				The contest between Tecumseh and Harrison that unfolded soon after the nation’s founding—face-to-face, one against one—was the culmination of what early American historian Colin Calloway describes as “a war for America’s heart and soul.”

				Had Tecumseh succeeded, America would be a very different—and perhaps far better—place. We still live with the consequences of that defining moment today.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Nations and tribes of eastern North America often framed their connections with one another in terms of family relationships, such as uncle, brother, or grandfather. These were terms of respect. When the French first arrived in North America, they adopted the role of a “father” who was expected to take care of his “children” by giving gifts and other privileges. A ceremonial term, “father” was then used by tribes to address the British and American powers who claimed North American lands and a patron relationship to the Indigenous people. In his opening words to Harrison, Tecumseh notably dismissed the notion that the U.S. president was his “Great Father.”

				

				
					*2 The actual cause was probably typhoid from sewage-contaminated White House water.

				

				
					*3 Article 2 of the United Nation’s Convention on Genocide, adopted unanimously by the UN General Assembly in 1948 in the wake of the atrocities of World War II, defines “genocide” as:

					
						Any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, as such:

						(a) Killing members of the group;

						(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;

						(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;

						(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;

						(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			PART I

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			THE STRIPLING
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			A young woman sprinted ahead of the fleeing soldiers on the forest path, her long red hair streaming on the wind as if it were a banner urging them onward to escape their own destruction. As they ran, the soldiers flung their muskets into the underbrush, then their ammunition, their packs, uniforms, rations—anything to lighten their loads and speed their flight. They left behind the wounded who could not help themselves, but not before ensuring that each had a musket charged with powder and ball in order to sell his life as dearly as he could to the Native Americans. Or take his own on his own terms—before they took it for him with war clubs, knives, and tomahawks.

			This was the scene that greeted eighteen-year-old William Henry Harrison as he stepped ashore from the Ohio River flatboat in November 1791 at the wilderness outpost known as Fort Washington—at present-day Cincinnati, Ohio. Survivors of the massacre—so humiliating that it never received a proper name in U.S. history—staggered out of the woods toward the fort wearing “clothing reduced to rags,” as he described it years later. Their shocked faces and broken bearing showed “the Privations and Suffering encountered.”

			Young Ensign Harrison’s stiff new uniform distinguished him from the survivors wearing shreds. The long blue coat with its scarlet lapels and epaulets draped awkwardly over his slight frame and gangly limbs. A long nose protruding from a long face weighted him with a gravity that bordered on melancholy. Yet Harrison was an earnest, energetic, and conscientious young man with an eye toward self-improvement. Both studious in the classroom and engaged in the outdoor world, he enjoyed the natural sciences and steeping himself in the classics. Nothing in his studies, however, had prepared him for the chaos and desperation of the massacre’s survivors as they flung themselves into the muddy safety of Fort Washington’s log stockade after a three-day, hundred-mile flight. Breaking into the outpost’s casks of grog, they drank themselves into a stupor of oblivion and forgetfulness that stretched for days—they hoped forever.

			Only months earlier, as a first-year student, he had walked the hushed corridors and reeking laboratories of the young nation’s oldest medical school—the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine. He was to be tutored by the celebrated Dr. Benjamin Rush, his father’s old friend from the heady days of the Revolution. But Harrison had dropped out and left all that behind for this new life in the wilds. He had not felt a great deal of enthusiasm for extracting human blood in precise quantities, or measuring and weighing the copious discharges of other bodily fluids and excretions—sputum, vomit, urine, feces—emitted by patients left in his care. But such was the career his father had chosen for the seventeen-year-old “Master Billy.” For a student training to be a “physic”—a doctor—following Dr. Rush’s system of medicine, there was no end to the bodily fluids that had to be drawn and catalogued to restore the body’s balance of “humors.” Worse, it was all done indoors.[*1]

			Harrison family fortunes had fallen since British troops had raided their Berkeley Plantation during the Revolutionary War, burned the family paintings, shot its cattle, and freed many of its enslaved people in retribution for the central role that William Henry’s father, Virginia planter Benjamin Harrison V, had played in launching the Revolution. Profane in speech and Falstaffian in appetite, Benjamin V had proved helpful in lightening the mood at crucial moments during the rebels’ deliberations. After presiding over the final debate of the Declaration of Independence during the Second Continental Congress, Benjamin V had come up to the signing table in the “silence and the gloom” that pervaded the hall that fateful morning in 1776. He famously cracked to Elbridge Gerry, the scrawny Massachusetts delegate lined up next to him: “I shall have a great advantage over you Mr. Gerry when we are all hung for what we are now doing. From the size and weight of my body I shall die in a few minutes, but from the lightness of your body you will dance in the air an hour or two before you are dead.”

			While he had escaped hanging, Benjamin V’s finances were squeezed by the British pillaging of Berkeley. Benjamin V, like other eighteenth-century Virginia plantation owners, was part lord of a medieval fief and part corporate CEO of a complex enterprise, its fortunes swinging on the vagaries of weather, European tobacco prices, credit extended (or denied) by London agents, and other factors beyond his control. But during his long absences pursuing revolutionary politics, he could not track Berkeley’s daily business affairs. The plantation’s soil no longer sprouted the best crop after a century and a half of the voracious, nutrient-depleting needs of Nicotiana tabacum. The elder Harrison came to realize that meager profits from the tired lands of one of the oldest and most esteemed Virginia plantations would no longer sustain his family’s lifestyle.

			This problem had plagued Virginia planters since the early 1600s. While it could turn a good profit when sold through London merchants, tobacco quickly exhausted the New World’s soil. They usually solved this simply by acquiring more land deeper into the forest, clearing it with enslaved labor, and planting tobacco to start the process all over again. This cycle imprinted colonial Virginians with a “land hunger,” as it was known, that lured them insatiably inland—westward—from the Atlantic Coast.
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			For his sons, though, he hoped to break the cycle. Rather than banking on tobacco’s fickle needs, Benjamin V had specified a different career for each of his three sons. The eldest, Benjamin VI, apprenticed with a mercantile house, and the second, Carter, joined the Virginia bar. Youngest son Billy would attend medical school according to his father’s wishes. Billy loved hunting and riding. He lacked the hulking presence of his meat-fed, wine-saturated old man, and was a good student, also unlike his father, who had argued with a College of William and Mary professor and quit. Decades later, William Henry described himself during his youth as just a “stripling”—“tall, thin, and puerile in his person.”

			Benjamin V died in 1791, from gout, the “rich man’s disease” that particularly afflicted those who overindulged in red meat and drink. Nevertheless, Billy followed the plan and enrolled in medical school.

			But it was not to be. Some weeks after his arrival in Philadelphia, Billy received a letter from his older brother Benjamin VI suggesting that Berkeley Plantation had fallen on hard times and the family inheritance might amount to less than expected. While Billy had inherited three thousand acres, overall the estate could not support his tuition, plus room and board, servants, horses, and other gentleman’s expenses.

			Billy Harrison wasted no time. He had just turned eighteen. Dr. Rush tried to persuade him to stay. But now his father was dead and his family lacked funds. In his mind, Billy was free. He considered his options. His father’s old roommate from the Continental Congress, President George Washington, checked in to make sure his friend’s son had employment possibilities. A Harrison relative, Edmund Randolph, offered him a job in the newly created U.S. Attorney General’s office. Yet this new federal office seemed as claustrophobic as a medical lab. He wanted a life of action and adventure.

			Patriotism had just then risen to a high pitch. The newborn nation had thrown off British rule a decade earlier, but now struggled to establish its western boundaries. In the peace treaty ending the Revolutionary War, Britain had ceded to the United States all its land claims from the Atlantic Coast one thousand miles westward to the Mississippi River while retaining its colony of Canada. Beyond the Mississippi, Spain claimed the massive stretch of western lands to the Pacific Coast. In an attempt to administer that newly acquired swath between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi, Congress in 1787 designated much of it as the Northwest Territory. At the same time, Congress spelled out a step-by-step process for which pieces of it, as they reached certain population benchmarks, could be converted into states—a recipe for western growth of the nation.

			

			—

			Previously, the Appalachians had loomed as a geographical and political barrier that stymied would-be settlers. Years before the Revolution, the British had unrolled their map of the thirteen American colonies and inked a line along the mountain range’s crest, known as the Proclamation Line of 1763, to prohibit colonial settlers from entering the Ohio wilderness and clashing with Native inhabitants. Gaining its independence from Britain, the infant republic drew no such line—at least at first. A breach quickly opened in the mountain barrier during and after the Revolution. Drawn by hunger for the rich lands beyond, swelling numbers of American settlers migrated from the Atlantic states over the Appalachian Mountains. The tribes who lived there, however, were not eager to see farmers clearing fields on their hunting grounds nor cows and pigs rooting in the forests. As one chief phrased it, the whites’ livestock was “pissing in our springs.”

			Warned to stay away by tribal leaders, land surveyors and settlers came anyway. Soon horrific news accounts arrived in Philadelphia, New York, and Boston of the slaughtering, scalping, and capture of settler families beyond the mountains. Americans suspected the perfidious British of sneaking down from Canada and provoking Indigenous massacres of white settlers in order to prevent the rebellious United States from expanding to the west.

			The young country had reached a crucial juncture. What would be its ultimate size? With its eastern boundary delineated by the Atlantic Ocean and its northern boundary by Canada and the Great Lakes, its demarcation to the west was blurred by the presence of Indigenous peoples. By creating the Northwest Territory in 1787, Congress attempted to take this matter in hand by clarifying (or attempting to) that the lands stretching to the Mississippi, as a whole, were part of U.S. territory. But Congress also stipulated that Native lands within the Northwest Territory’s boundaries—which meant most of the territory’s land at the time—must be respected as legally belonging to the tribes.

			Congress’s high-flown language in creating the Northwest Territory reflected the warm glow of the recent Revolution’s human ideals: “Their lands and property shall never be taken from them without their consent; and, in their property, rights, and liberty, they shall never be invaded or disturbed”—but then came Congress’s caveat, with profoundly destructive consequences for the next hundred years—“unless in just and lawful wars authorized by Congress.”

			Even before the Confederation Congress meeting at New York’s City Hall expressed these noble thoughts in 1787 about the tribes, U.S. Indian agents working near the Great Lakes and over the Appalachians were busily engineering several land deals—soon to be infamous as the “conquest treaties.” Typically in these sleight-of-hand exchanges, U.S. agents approached one tribe’s chiefs or subchiefs and offered to pay them handsomely for a different tribe’s homelands. The lopsided deals immediately drew the wrath of Native leaders, who adamantly opposed these transfers of Ohio Valley tribal lands to the United States.

			But the settlers kept coming, and retaliatory attacks grew with the number of new arrivals. With U.S. authorities maintaining that the victims were legal settlers on legal U.S. property, something had to be done to stop it. The governor of the Northwest Territory, Arthur St. Clair, urged military action. In retribution for the attacks, President Washington in late 1790 sent troops under General Josiah Harmar into the Ohio wilderness to destroy Native villages. While managing to burn a few villages, Harmar’s expedition suffered two costly ambushes and backtracked in humiliation. In the eyes of the nation’s highest leader and its towering military hero, George Washington, this would not stand.

			A few months later, in early 1791, President Washington asked Congress to authorize raising more troops to punish Native “banditti” beyond the mountains. The force would target the large cluster of Miami and Shawnee villages known as Kekionga along the Maumee and Auglaize rivers, which flow into Lake Erie in present-day northern Ohio. Governor St. Clair, a longtime acquaintance of Washington’s from the Revolution and now a general, would command the military force.

			At this very moment, having abandoned medical school, Billy Harrison just happened to be in Philadelphia at loose ends. With so much action and opportunity about to unfold on the western frontier, another of Benjamin V’s old friends, the Revolutionary War hero Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, suggested that Billy apply for an officer’s commission in the recently expanded U.S. military.

			This sounded more like the action and adventure he had in mind. Before Billy’s appointed guardian, Philadelphia financier Robert Morris, could stop him, young Harrison rushed to apply. He fell well short of the twenty-year-old age requirement for an officer’s commission, but Benjamin V’s old friend George Washington personally signed the papers to make him an ensign—the lowest officer’s rank. Family friends who had opposed his joining the military finally gave in, pointing to the opportunities that lay over the mountains. “You are going to a fine country,” Morris advised him, “where, if you should leave the army, you may establish yourself to advantage.”

			And so the heir to one of America’s oldest, most privileged, and aristocratic families of European descent left behind the husk of the old life and started fresh in new lands. The young man headed into the wilds carrying in his bags the tools with which he hoped to forge his path in the world—a work of Cicero’s ancient philosophy, a book of rhetoric, and a deep familiarity with Julius Caesar’s military victories. Still another tool to carve out his future, he hoped, would be the officer’s sword hanging at his side.

			One can imagine young William Henry Harrison’s surprise, then, that just as he arrived at Fort Washington in November 1791, hundreds of battered, bloodstained, starving soldiers staggered out of the woods, along with those female camp followers who had managed to run fast enough. They represented the shattered remnants of General St. Clair’s army who had survived an ambush by a combined force that would become known as the Western (or Northwestern) Confederacy—a large coalition of tribes led by Blue Jacket of the Shawnee, Little Turtle of the Miami, Buckongahelas of the Delaware, and others.

			Harrison was taken aback. This primal chaos on the muddy Ohio riverbank did not at all resemble the new life in a “fine country” he thought he had signed up for.

			Survivors eventually told a story of stunning arrogance on the part of the U.S. military, which overestimated its own abilities and underestimated the strength and strategy of the Native forces. Hacking a crude trail as it went, St. Clair’s army of 2,300, consisting of 1,600 troops plus support personnel and camp followers, had departed from the main post at Fort Washington and traveled northward through damp autumn forests. Late in the day of November 3, 1791, the army had approached within a few dozen miles of Kekionga, where General St. Clair ordered a halt on a low bluff overlooking a small river that they didn’t properly identify.

			Atop this wooded bluff, they would lay out the main camp, fortify it, and use it as a secure outpost for further advances on Kekionga. He ordered the Kentucky militia to move forward, cross the river, and establish an advance camp on open prairie-and-forest terrain several hundred yards away. Some of St. Clair’s subordinates and frontier fighters thought it a more defensible position than the main camp. But with his men exhausted and hungry as they waited for a baggage train of flour to catch up, St. Clair kept the main camp on the wooded bluff, where it was hemmed in by woods, logs, ravines, and other possible hiding places. Many of his obstreperous militiamen claimed they were too tired to build fortifications that night. St. Clair let it pass. The Native warriors seemed a long way off. They were not. Also out somewhere in the surroundings—it’s not clear exactly where at that moment—was the young Shawnee warrior Tecumseh leading his own small band.

			In the night, nervous sentries sensed movement in the dark forest, but their musket shots were met only by silence. A scouting party ventured a few miles out, and in the darkness exchanged fire with what they identified as a large Native presence. Apparently this report did not reach General St. Clair, who was suffering from a bad case of gout and had been carried for the last several days in a sling suspended between two horses. Yet he took the precaution of ordering troops to “lay on their arms” during the night in readiness for sudden action.

			The main camp awakened in the predawn darkness to an early reveille—the military bugle-and-drum wake-up call. The troops were about to start work on the fortifications when an eerie, all-encompassing ringing sound rose from the woods and river bottom—like infinite horse bells ringing together, as a survivor described it. At the 250-man advance camp across the stream, dawn’s first grays had lightened the prairie openings where the Kentucky militiamen spotted painted torsos flitting tree to tree, bush to bush. Several discharged their muskets at the torsos with no apparent effect. But an instant later a thunderous volley erupted from a semicircle of hidden warriors facing the advance camp’s front, accompanied by “appalling yells from a thousand throats.” Warriors with muskets and tomahawks, topknots and fiercely painted faces, leapt from hiding places and rushed at the advance camp. The 250 Kentucky militiamen took a quick look at their fast-approaching fate. Then they turned and ran.

			The ambush had been sprung. The strategy worked perfectly.

			With Shawnee, Delaware, and Miami warriors hard on their heels, the Kentucky militia sprinted through the brushy river bottom, smashed their way across the thinly frozen stream, and scrambled up the bluff and into St. Clair’s main camp, all “helter skelter,” in the words of a survivor. They didn’t stop there. They bolted through the assembling lines of troops and out the rear of the main camp, seeking the crude road that could lead them ninety-seven miles back through wilderness to Fort Washington and safety. As they exited the camp’s rear, however, hundreds of muskets erupted from behind trees and logs and bushes—borne by Wyandots, Cherokees, Chippewas (also known as Ojibwes), Ottawas, Potawatomis, and Ohio Valley Iroquois.

			Realizing they had no avenue of escape, the fleeing militia wheeled about back into the main camp. They were surrounded. The combined force of Blue Jacket, Little Turtle, and Buckongahelas had precisely coordinated their numbers to creep through the night and entirely circle both camps. Now the net had closed. St. Clair’s entire 2,300-person outfit—officers, troops, militia, cooks, camp followers—was squeezed into a few acres atop the wooded bluff, surrounded by 1,400 hidden warriors. The once-bold army now resembled an enormous flock of flightless ducks trapped together in a small pond.

			The losses suffered by St. Clair’s army in that single defeat on the morning of November 4, 1791, were appalling. Out of approximately 1,600 troops, about 700 were killed and 300 were wounded, with 150 civilians either killed or wounded. Many of the women “camp followers”—officers’ wives, nurses, laundresses, prostitutes—did not survive. “The ground was literally covered with the dead,” recalled an officer. Lost, too, were cannons and ammunition, ox teams and wagons, four hundred horses and tents, twelve hundred muskets, drums, spades, axes, mattocks, forges, medicine chests, beef, bread, and on and on. The few survivors managed to escape only when, deep into the rout, General St. Clair ordered a contingent of troops to unexpectedly wheel and break through a segment of the hidden Native line. This opened an exit out of the slaughter ground to the crude wilderness road for whomever still possessed the power to flee. As his own fine horses were targeted by musket balls, General St. Clair barely escaped atop an old pack horse. He soon fell far behind his fleeing troops, like some pathetic Don Quixote in rusting armor on his broken-down nag. His personal survival probably owed mainly to the fact that—whether by chance or design—he wore undistinguished civilian dress that morning instead of a bright commander’s uniform, thus depriving Native marksmen of an easy-to-identify Target No. 1.

			To this day it remains, by far, the worst massacre the U.S. Army ever suffered at the hands of Native warriors. Three times the number of U.S. troops died on this unsung morning than would die almost a century later at the Battle of the Little Bighorn, aka Custer’s Last Stand. It was a loss so humiliating it has been largely swept under the rug of U.S. history with little recognition and without a proper name. Insofar as it is known, the massacre goes by the name “The Battle with No Name,” “St. Clair’s Defeat,” “Battle of the Wabash,” or—to the Indigenous victors—“The Battle of a Thousand Slain.”

			When he received the dispatches of the fatal encounter in the Ohio wilderness at the President’s House in Philadelphia, George Washington raged behind closed parlor doors to his astounded private secretary, Tobias Lear, who had never before witnessed this version of his boss.

			“Here on this very spot, I took leave of him,” Lear recounted Washington saying about St. Clair, the president’s voice rising to a shout and his body shaking with fury, “ ‘You have your instructions,’ I said…‘and will add but one word—beware of a surprise. I repeat it, BEWARE OF A SURPRISE.’…He went off with that as my last solemn warning thrown into his ears. And yet!! to suffer that army to be cut to pieces…the very thing I guarded him against!! O God, O God, he’s worse than a murderer!…the blood of the slain is upon him—the curse of widows and orphans—the curse of Heaven.”

			After some terrible minutes, this great storm of emotion passed. Pulling himself together, he replaced the unperturbable mask of the wise and judicious leader. Lear recounted: “[He] at length said in an altered voice: ‘This must not go beyond this room…. General St. Clair shall have justice…. I will receive him without displeasure; I will hear him without prejudice; he shall have full justice.”

			St. Clair received at least a partial measure of justice when Congress launched the nation’s first-ever congressional investigation into the disaster, which largely exonerated the general himself and placed blame on lack of supplies and training. President Washington quietly asked for St. Clair’s resignation from the army, then reappointed him to the civilian post he had previously held—governor of the Northwest Territory. But the crushing defeat shocked the young nation.

			The American experiment had barely launched. When George Washington exploded at the news of St. Clair, so much remained uncertain—most pressingly, whether the experiment would work at all. The Revolutionary War had officially ended only eight years earlier. The signatures had barely dried on the U.S. Constitution, passed just four years earlier, and only in the last months had all the states ratified the first ten amendments—known as the Bill of Rights—guaranteeing freedom of speech, religion, assembly, and so on.

			A great deal of tension existed (and still does) over how to balance the relationship between the states and the federal government. Many feared that a too-strong centralized government would simply revert into a monarchy, ruled by a hated king. Others realized that a central government must bind the states together, provide a coordinated foreign policy, and deal with interstate commerce and a national currency. Whether to keep a standing national military fostered a great deal of anxiety—it might be needed for defense from foreign enemies, but also carried the risk that a leader would wield an army for his own purposes against his own people, like the tyrants of Europe. Could individual state militias—working alone or together—defend the nation’s interests?[*2]

			And now, the nation struggled to defend its western territory. If it couldn’t even do that, how was it to defend itself against threats from Atlantic powers to the East? What were its chances of survival?

			Washington made a critical choice in this fragile moment. He decided that he needed a real army under a hard-charging fighter to subdue the western tribes. He chose “Mad Anthony” Wayne, a hero of the Revolution, to lead it. Wayne had personally led a nighttime bayonet charge against British troops and earned his nickname for his aggressive temperament. In peacetime, he had fallen on hard luck as a Georgia rice planter—enduring malaria, heavy debt, and abandonment by his wife for his suspected infidelity. He won a U.S. House seat from Georgia in the 1790 election but was later ousted from Congress for voter fraud. Fighting Indians in the northwest wilderness may have appeared a wiser alternative than exposing himself to further risk from the dangerous charms of Savannah’s social life.

			Vain, egotistical, and driven, Mad Anthony emerged from retirement at his failing Georgia rice plantation and embarked on training a serious professional fighting force headquartered near Pittsburgh—the grandly named Legion of the United States. (Within a few years it would be rechristened with the name it carries to this day, the United States Army.) Soon after taking command, Wayne saw young Ensign Harrison’s potential and promoted him to lieutenant.

			Drilling the men endlessly in long-range marksmanship and up-close combat with broad swords and bayonets, Wayne assured recruits that fighting Native warriors would ultimately devolve to bloody, man-to-man, hand-to-hand combat—so they had better be ready for it. He would not allow a turn-and-run “helter skelter” debacle. He knew that another loss like St. Clair’s could prove catastrophic to the barely formed United States.

			Aware of his own reputation for boldness venturing into recklessness, he assured President Washington and Secretary of War Henry Knox that he would not commit the Legion of the United States to combat unnecessarily, “knowing the critical situation of our infant nation.”

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Dr. Rush was the inventor of the infamous “Thunderclapper Pills” used by the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1804–6 as a laxative of awe-inspiring power. With the toxic metal mercury as an active ingredient, the pills and the excretions they inspired made a significant contribution to the archaeological record, by allowing modern scientists to precisely locate Lewis and Clark’s campsites on the basis of trace metals left in the expedition’s latrine holes.

			

			
				*2 Within a few months of the crushing of St. Clair’s army, and with Americans fearing that the Northwestern Indian Confederacy might bring war to the East, Congress passed the 1792 Militia Act giving the president emergency powers to call up state militias—“whenever the United States shall be invaded, or be in imminent danger of invasion from any foreign nation or Indian tribe.” In certain circumstances, it also allowed the president to call up militias to put down insurrections against state or federal government, which later evolved into the 1807 Insurrection Act.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			MAD ANTHONY AND LITTLE TURTLE
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			Mad Anthony’s efforts to subdue the western tribes—to punish those “banditti,” as Washington’s secretary of war called them—would receive a great deal of help from an unexpected source. Events half a world away suddenly disrupted the stability of Europe. The shock waves then rolled across the Atlantic and reached deep into the Ohio wilderness.

			The French Revolution, erupting in 1789, had crippled the power of Louis XVI. Triumphant French revolutionaries now wanted to export their political upheaval to other European countries. Hoping to retain some of his former power, the French king threw his support to the revolutionary factions targeting other kingdoms, and the monarch officially declared war against Austria and Leopold II. By the summer of 1792, the same time Mad Anthony took command of the Legion of the United States, cosmopolitan Paris had spiraled into a violent frenzy of war fever, political infighting, and purges—all heightened by the invention of the guillotine. Soon much of Europe, including Great Britain, had, in turn, declared war on France.

			British war planners eyed the European continent and hoarded their military resources, preparing for what could become an epic struggle. It had been less than a decade since Britain’s stinging defeat during the American Revolution. Great Britain had lost its thirteen colonies but still held Canada. It had not, however, come to terms with the upstart colonies-turned-states now beginning to elbow their way westward over the Appalachian Mountains into the vast midsection of North America on lands that Britain had recently possessed. To London authorities, it grew glaringly apparent that the United States could eventually control the heart of the continent—and pinch off the pipeline of wealth flowing to London.

			

			—

			Based out of Montreal, the Crown’s beaver-fur trade extended from eastern Canada two thousand miles west to the Rocky Mountains, where British claims ended. Although it had ceded Great Lakes fur outposts to the United States, Britain was reluctant to abandon any of them. Even farther west, beyond Lake Superior, sturdy Highlander Scots managed remote fur posts supported by wilderness-savvy French-Canadian voyageurs and Indigenous hunters.[*1] They dispatched the bundles of pelts via a swift network of freight canoes to Montreal and then by sailing ship to Europe, where furriers trimmed them into fashionable hats and robes for the Continent’s elite. The British Empire would hate to see its spigot of “black gold” clogged by possible U.S. expansion northward.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			But how could Great Britain—facing the outbreak of war in Europe triggered by the French Revolution—stymie the U.S. westward push without risking full-on war in North America, too? Adept at playing the globe’s continents like squares on a giant chess board, British strategists landed on what they called an “Indian barrier state.” The crushing defeat of St. Clair’s U.S. army in 1791 had shown the strength of Little Turtle and Blue Jacket’s confederacy of tribes that had gathered at Kekionga to repel the Americans. The St. Clair debacle also laid bare the limits of U.S. power to control its western wilderness lands.

			As proposed by British strategists, the Indian barrier state would extend north-south across the continent’s middle like a great dam confining the U.S. population to the Eastern Seaboard. Neither under the control of Britain nor the United States, the Indian barrier state would remain open to trade (such as the lucrative fur trade) but closed to white settlement. Britain envisioned it as a giant no-man’s-land beyond control of the United States and the empires of Europe as well as permanent homelands for Indian tribes.

			The United States, however, had other plans for this great swath of the continent’s heart. The western lands represented the young country’s bank account, its nest egg for the future, a great pool of capital for the cash-strapped nation and the means for westward expansion. During the Revolution, states like Virginia and the federal government itself, lacking funds, had promised western lands to soldiers as compensation for their military service. Many prominent Americans held land investments in the West, some on disputed land. Not the least of the western land investors was President George Washington himself, who fiercely protected his own claims near Point Pleasant on the Ohio.

			Under orders from President Washington and Secretary Knox, General Wayne trained 2,200 regular troops in Native warfare at his camp near Pittsburgh. If necessary, another 1,500 mounted Kentucky militia could supplement the regulars. Wayne then retraced General St. Clair’s route of two years earlier—marching his troops from Fort Washington and the village of Cincinnati on the Ohio northwest toward the villages on the Maumee near Lake Erie. At a place they named Greenville, General Anthony had his troops erect one of a secure string of forts running deep into the wilderness. Another twenty miles farther, they gathered up the bleached bones and hundreds of skulls of St. Clair’s former army and buried them, erecting another outpost on the haunted spot, optimistically named Fort Recovery.

			Employing mounted scouts in every direction, Mad Anthony kept his army at the highest alert while marching deeper in the wilds. With axmen chopping the way for supply wagons, and troops marching in skinny columns that could weave through dense forest and bogs, General Wayne followed a compass bearing northwest like an explorer heading into unmapped regions of the Congo or Amazon.[*2] Recently promoted to lieutenant and named an aide-de-camp to General Wayne was William Henry Harrison of Fort Washington, dashing about doing errands on his expensive new horse, “Fearnought”—a steed, as he proudly put it, of “great strength, activity & fleetness.” The general’s preparedness and watchfulness on this wilderness march deeply impressed the young aide-de-camp. The example would stay with him in the years ahead.

			

			—

			Mad Anthony moved so maddingly slowly that he tested the patience of certain factions of the Indian confederacy. As Wayne’s army left Fort Washington, runners had gone out to distant tribes summoning them to gather at the Maumee villages. Meanwhile, British military parties ventured south from Canada and, in a show of British support for the Indian confederacy, built and manned a fort at the Maumee Rapids, even though its location violated Britain’s peace treaty with the United States. The fort, in effect, could cover the confederacy’s back. If Mad Anthony’s army should drive the Native warriors back from the Maumee villages toward Lake Erie and Canada, Fort Maumee (also called Fort Miami) would serve as a backstop to reinforce the Western Confederacy to hold its ground.

			But as the days passed, fractures appeared in the Indian confederacy over how to bring the fight to Mad Anthony. The two battle veterans Blue Jacket and Little Turtle strategized to loop around the rear of Wayne’s army to cut his supply lines and escape route. Disagreeing were the Ottawa, Chippewa, and Potawatomi chiefs—from the “Three Fires” faction of the confederacy—who urged a quicker, more direct attack on Mad Anthony’s forward base at Fort Recovery. (Tecumseh, then a twenty-six-year-old minor chief of a Shawnee war party, attended these deliberations, although his opinion remains unclear.) Blue Jacket and Little Turtle finally relented, concerned that the army’s snail’s-pace progress would send frustrated warriors back to their distant homes unless battle and its spoils came soon. Without artillery to breach the thick timber walls of Fort Recovery, however, the direct attack failed. As feared, the Three Fires chiefs and warriors returned home.

			Blue Jacket and Little Turtle’s confederacy quickly frayed. Little Turtle advocated negotiating with Wayne. “We have beaten the enemy twice, under separate commanders,” he proclaimed in a war council. “We cannot expect the same good fortune always to attend us.” But his fellow chiefs refused.

			When Wayne caught up to the remains of the confederacy on August 20, 1794, Blue Jacket and Little Turtle brought only about five hundred warriors to battle against Wayne’s 2,200 regulars and 1,500 mounted Kentucky militia. By then, in the face of Wayne’s advancing army, the Native Americans had already abandoned their cluster of villages on the Maumee and Auglaize—this “grand emporium of hostile Indians of the West,” as Wayne described it. They sent women and children from the villages north to presumed safety in an area beyond Fort Maumee, where the Maumee River empties into Lake Erie (today’s Toledo). The remaining war chiefs chose a spot to make a stand a few miles in front of the British fort amid a windstorm-flattened forest—a place they called Fallen Timbers—hoping the logs would entangle the hooves of mounted militia.

			The deadfall did not hinder the horses enough to divert Wayne’s army. It was less a battle than an intermittent flurry of shooting as troops advanced and warriors fell back. As musket smoke wafted from forest and meadows and the two sides recovered their dead—about forty each—the skirmish initially did not represent a clear victory for Mad Anthony’s forces, nor a clear loss for Blue Jacket and Little Turtle. They could recover the confederacy to fight another day. And so the battle’s decisive moment occurred not on the field but beneath the stockade walls of Fort Maumee. Several hundred Shawnee, Miami, Delaware, and Wyandot warriors, as well as some remaining Chippewas, Ottawas, and Potawatomis from the Three Fires, retreated to the British fort for refuge.

			The fort’s commander, Major William Campbell, may have anticipated better success by the Indian confederacy in turning back the Americans. He understood that if he now let the retreating warriors through the gates, he, too, might be caught trying to stave off Mad Anthony and his Legion of the United States from relentlessly breaking down his walls to get at the warriors inside. A battle between the United States and the British in a time of rising tensions could trigger another all-out war between the two nations in North America. Britain had just allied itself with Prussia, Spain, and others against France and its revolutionary fervor. Even for a great empire, it was too much to go to war in Europe and at the same time fight the United States in North America.

			Major Campbell shouted down from the top of the stockade walls to the hundreds of warriors collecting at his gates.

			“I cannot let you in! You are painted too much, my children!”

			The gates of the fort remained shut fast against the warriors who had painted themselves for battle against U.S. troops. British support to create an Indian barrier state evaporated—at least for now.

			General Wayne did not pursue the warriors as they retreated down the Maumee River toward its mouth at Lake Erie, where a thousand Shawnees and other tribes spent a difficult winter sustained by British handouts of pork, salt beef, and flour. Blue Jacket, especially, felt bitter about the British betrayal.

			That winter, he approached Wayne to talk about a peace. A council was arranged to take place the following summer, 1795, at Fort Greenville. Many tribal leaders calculated that, lacking British help, they could win more in peace negotiations with the Americans than in further war against Mad Anthony—the “chief who never sleeps.” Eleven hundred Natives and dozens of chiefs gathered at Fort Greenville that summer of 1795—from the Wyandot, Delaware, Shawnee, Ottawa, Chippewa, Potawatomi, Miami, Wea, Kickapoo, Piankeshaw, Kaskaskia, and Eel River tribes. The aging war leader Blue Jacket represented the Shawnee, as did Black Hoof and Red Pole. Gathering on grassy council meadows along Greenville Creek, General Wayne offered them peace and cash.

			Specifically, Wayne proposed a onetime lump sum of $20,000 plus annual payments of $1,000 or $500 to each of the tribes. He sketched a zigzagging line on the map—soon to be known as the Greenville Treaty Line—that ran from Lake Erie down to the Ohio River, about three hundred miles. The twelve tribes would give more than twenty-five thousand square miles of Native lands to the “Thirteen Fires,” as they called the United States in reference to the nation’s original thirteen states (now up to fifteen). These were lands that lay to the east of the Greenville Treaty Line. (Today, this is the southern and eastern two-thirds of Ohio.) Much of it was Shawnee homelands, where they had established many of their main villages for decades. The Native tribes would retain rights to the lands west of the treaty line all the way to the Mississippi River—the boundary between American territory and Spain’s claims.

			“It will give infinite pleasure to General Washington, the Great Chief of the Fifteen Fires,” announced General Wayne to the gathered chiefs, “when I inform him you have thrown the hatchet with so strong an arm, that it has reached the middle, and sunk to the bottom of the great lake, and that it is now so covered with sand, that it can never again be found.”

			Likewise, the Americans would throw their war hatchet into the center of the ocean. General Wayne promised that if the tribes caused no more trouble or violence, the United States would ensure their happiness. “I now deliver to you the wide and straight path to the Fifteen Fires, to be used by you and your posterity forever. So long as you continue to follow this road, so long will you continue to be a happy people.”

			With that, General Wayne presented the chiefs with a large beaded wampum belt embroidered with the abstract representation of a road, a symbol that encouraged tribes to abandon their traditional hunting-and-gathering culture and take up “civilization.” This meant leaving off their seasonal migrations, settling in place, learning white American agriculture—farming—and selling the vast hunting grounds they would no longer need. In the eyes of Washington and other founders, tribes would quickly see the great superiority of white civilization. Plus, the government would offer the tribes a helping hand toward that goal. They could take treaty settlement money and convert it to farming equipment and farm animals to get them started. Attempting to convince Native hunters of the wisdom of this approach, Mad Anthony observed that farmers could produce a lot of meat quickly if they chose to raise hogs.

			This, however, would become a crucial issue in the years ahead. What, then, if they did not want to give up their traditional ways and take up white American agriculture? And, what if they refused to sell their lands?

			General Wayne cleverly worked the chiefs, playing them off one another. He promised to recognize chiefs who signed as the designated leaders of their people, and he promised to recognize certain tribes as holding certain lands. And he judiciously placed bribes. One went to Shawnee war chief Blue Jacket, for whom General Wayne promised to build a house and whom, under the table, General Wayne hired.

			Blue Jacket agreed to take that “government road” and accept the U.S. offer contained in the treaty. This would draw the Greenville Line as the Indian-settler boundary, and tribes would relinquish lands on the settler side in exchange for annual payments. Little Turtle of the Miami, however, resisted the treaty.

			“The print of my ancestors’ houses are everywhere to be seen,” proclaimed Little Turtle, referring to the earthen mounds, some sculpted into animals, that ancient peoples had built on these lands. To General Wayne’s assertion that this Greenville Treaty was based on lands given over to the United States in an earlier treaty, at Fort Harmar in 1789, Little Turtle proclaimed that the faraway Iroquois (in today’s upstate New York) had made that deal—not his people. “I beg leave to tell you, that I am entirely ignorant of what was done at that treaty.”

			William Henry was kept scrambling as an aide to Mad Anthony, supplying the specific tribes with food and drink as Indian hospitality demanded. With his good education and clear handwriting, Lieutenant Harrison was also given the task of copying the treaty several times over with his quill pen. By early August, almost all the chiefs—ninety of them, both minor and important—had agreed to sign.

			General Wayne looped his signature on the long document inscribed on parchment with its ten articles and provisions—prisoner exchanges, amounts of compensation. It laid out the Greenville Treaty Line from Lake Erie down to the Ohio River (that zigzagging line, roughly bisecting today’s Ohio). Article 4 made it clear that most of today’s Upper Midwest—then called the Northwest Territory—still belonged to the tribes: “As the great means of rendering this peace strong and perpetual, the United States relinquish their claims to all other Indian lands, northward of the river Ohio, eastward of the Mississippi, and westward and southward of the Great Lakes.” Another official who signed for the United States was Lieutenant William Henry Harrison.

			Harrison biographer Robert M. Owens points out that those chiefs signing the treaty sharply disagreed among themselves over which tribe or band possessed which land. General Wayne had negotiated not with a unified Indian confederacy, Owens observes, but with fragmented and infighting groups of villages.

			“As chiefs fought for scraps their father [the U.S. government] threw them, they made it easier for him to divide and conquer,” Owens writes. “By not selling out one’s allies, one risked missing out on valuable trade goods. A chief’s authority with his own people rested to a great extent on his ability to be generous to them in distributing gifts.”

			General Wayne did not see an ethical problem when it came to exploiting the Native Americans’ entirely different concepts of land ownership and leadership. In the Native American outlook, no individual or entity “owned” land. An individual could own personal items such as a robe or a bracelet, or trade goods like a musket or furs—“commodities,” as modern economists call tradable items. For tribes like the Shawnee, however, the concept of land embraced the earth itself—not a commodity to trade or sell. To Shawnee leaders, the question “Who owns the land?” was like asking “Who owns the air?” The Great Spirit had given the land and things upon it for the use of all.

			Tribal homelands existed—a region provided a “common resource” for the use of a particular tribe, as an economist might put it. “Yes, there were conflicts between neighboring tribes over which tribe could enjoy the fruits of the land,” write Hans R. Isakson and Shauntreis Sproles in “A Brief History of Native American Land Ownership.” But the level of conflict, they write, was not enough to warrant private land ownership in the European sense—those measured slices of the Earth’s surface that humans monetarily valued, bought, and sold.

			Once Europeans arrived in North America, tribal leaders, often under a great deal of pressure or threat of force, made their marks on legal documents that “sold” pieces of tribal homelands to white authorities in exchange for guns, gifts, or other payments. Even strong-armed treaties often acknowledged traditional uses, specifying that tribes retained their rights to hunting, fishing, and gathering, until white settlers officially claimed it.[*3]

			As with the differing concepts of land, tribal leadership was usually dispersed compared to the white and European pattern of centralized government. Among the Shawnee and similar groups, tribes embraced smaller units, or bands, while clans existed within family lineages. All had their own leaders, or councils of leaders. They worked largely on a consensus style of leadership, discussing a matter before coming together on a decision. While some leadership positions passed down through families, most leaders arose by earning the respect of tribal members.

			It was difficult to describe to outsiders the supremacy of leaders among the Shawnee, noted a Shawnee who had grown up among his tribe in the mid-1800s and then received a formal white education. “Although we were absolutely democratic…we accorded to our leaders and chiefs a deference that was spontaneous,” recalled Gay-nwaw-piah-si-ka (or Thomas Wildcat Alford) in a memoir of his Shawnee boyhood. “Once a man established his reputation for bravery, for wisdom and discretion, he became an object of admiration and confidence.”

			Within the intricate web of interwoven tribes, these concepts, together, maintained a certain equilibrium. Tribes embraced a communal sharing of the earth—despite conflicts that arose—and understood that a tribe could have multiple leaders whose influence grew out of respect they earned. The European arrival in North America, however, left tribes vulnerable to white outsiders who, for their own purposes and often by force, foisted on Native nations their own centralized systems of government and commodified notion of land ownership. By deftly wielding these imported tools, whites discovered they could leverage one tribe against another and claim that they did so legally and even fairly.

			“It became increasingly acceptable,” writes Owens, “to pay one tribe for another’s lands.”

			General Wayne, like white negotiators before him and after, embraced this tried-and-true formula to acquire Native lands. Several days after Blue Jacket had agreed to Wayne’s offer, Little Turtle of the Miami, despite his earlier resistance, made his mark on the treaty. Rival chiefs had gained prestige by signing and winning recognition of their status by the U.S government. If he didn’t sign, it could lessen his influence among his own people.

			Mad Anthony’s magic formula for Native land acquisition had worked. The lesson was not lost on young Lieutenant Harrison. The violent twenty-year-long land dispute now was considered a resolved matter by U.S. officials and nearly one hundred leaders of bands from the Wyandot, Delaware, Shawnee, Miami, Ottawa, Chippewa, Potawatomi, and other tribes. The treaty permanently drew the zigzagging line from Lake Erie to Cincinnati that marked where white settlement ended. Here, at the Greenville Line, the government formally recognized that Native lands began and extended many hundreds of miles to the Mississippi River and Lake Superior—the international western boundaries of the United States.

			One young Shawnee war chief, however, sat out the Greenville Treaty negotiations. The final document did not bear Tecumseh’s mark. Although he remained neutral in this settlement, in the years ahead he would acknowledge and respect the line. It was only after repeated and flagrant white violations of the Greenville Line’s sanctity that Tecumseh’s neutrality ended.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Canada had been a French colony until 1763 when Britain won it in the Seven Years’ War, the most recent major shake-up of European powers. Much of the population of eastern Canada had
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