
 

Defenders of the Homeland: Native Leaders Who Resisted 

Dispossession 

The history of European settlement in North America is also the history of Indigenous resistance. 

From the first English footholds on the Atlantic coast to the final military campaigns of the 

nineteenth century, Native leaders fought to protect their peoples, homelands, hunting grounds, 

political independence, and ways of life. 

Some resisted on the battlefield. Others built alliances, negotiated treaties, appealed to courts, or 

tried to help their communities survive within a rapidly changing world. Several moved between 

war and diplomacy as circumstances required. Although they are commonly called “chiefs,” their 

actual roles included paramount leader, sachem, war leader, diplomat, spiritual leader, and 

medicine man. 

The following leaders form a historical backbone for remembering that long struggle. 

Leadership eventually passed to Opechancanough, Powhatan’s brother or close relative and an 

experienced Pamunkey war leader. Born around 1554, Opechancanough came to understand that 

the English intended to remain and expand. In 1622, he organized a coordinated assault intended 

to force the colonists from Powhatan territory. He launched another major offensive in 1644. 

Neither campaign could overcome the continuing arrival of settlers and soldiers. 

Opechancanough was captured in 1646. Although elderly and a prisoner, he was shot in the back 

by an English guard. His death marked the end of the Powhatan Confederacy as an independent 

regional power, but not the disappearance of its peoples or their descendants. 



The Powhatan World and the Founding of Jamestown 

When the English established Jamestown in 1607, they did not enter 

an empty wilderness. They arrived in Tsenacommacah, an organized 

Indigenous homeland governed by Wahunsenacawh, commonly 

known as Powhatan. 

Powhatan, who lived from approximately 1547 to 1618, presided over 

a powerful alliance of more than thirty communities. He initially used 

food, trade, diplomacy, and political adoption to manage the 

newcomers. As English demands and violence increased, however, 

relations deteriorated. Powhatan encouraged resistance while 

continuing to seek arrangements that would protect his people. 

He relinquished much of his authority shortly before his death, 

apparently from natural causes. His exact cause of death was not 

recorded. 

 

New England and King Philip’s War 

In New England, the Wampanoag sachem Metacom, called King Philip 

by the English, inherited a world transformed by settlement, disease, 

land sales, and colonial interference. Born around 1638, he was the son 

of Ousamequin, or Massasoit, who had maintained a long alliance with 

Plymouth Colony. 

By the 1670s, Metacom concluded that continued accommodation 

would leave his people without land or independence. In 1675, conflict 

erupted between Plymouth and the Wampanoag. It grew into a wider 

Indigenous resistance involving communities across southern New 

England. 

King Philip’s War was devastating to Native and colonial populations 

alike. For the Indigenous nations, however, defeat brought executions, 

enslavement, forced displacement, and the destruction of political 

independence. 

Metacom was shot and killed in 1676 by an Indigenous soldier serving the colonial forces. His 

body was quartered, and his head was displayed at Plymouth for years. To generations of settlers, 

he was portrayed as an enemy. To later Native writers—most notably the Pequot author William 

Apess—he became an Indigenous patriot who fought for his homeland and people. 



Between the French and British Empires 

During the eighteenth century, Native nations of the Great Lakes and 

Ohio Country confronted competing French and British empires. 

Indigenous leaders formed alliances with European powers, but they 

did so to advance their own nations’ interests—not simply to serve 

European ambitions. 

One of the most prominent was the Odawa leader Obwandiyag, 

commonly known as Pontiac, born around 1720. After Britain 

defeated France in the French and Indian War, British officials altered 

diplomatic and trading practices and treated the western nations 

increasingly as conquered peoples. 

In 1763, Native communities attacked a series of British forts and settlements. Pontiac played a 

leading role at Detroit and became the best-known figure associated with the uprising, although 

the resistance was decentralized and included many nations and leaders. 

The movement compelled Britain to reconsider some of its policies, but it could not permanently 

stop settlement. In 1769, Pontiac was assassinated near Cahokia by a Peoria man. The 

circumstances and motive remain uncertain. 

Revolution, Alliance, and a Native 

Homeland 

Thayendanegea, also known as Joseph Brant, was born into 

the Mohawk Nation in 1743. Fluent in Mohawk and English, he 

became both a military commander and an international 

diplomat. 

During the American Revolution, Brant led many Mohawk and 

other Haudenosaunee warriors in alliance with Britain. The 

conflict divided the Haudenosaunee Confederacy and 

devastated numerous communities. American forces destroyed 

towns, orchards, crops, and food stores in Iroquois country. 

After the war, Brant worked to secure a new homeland in 

present-day Ontario for Native families displaced by the victorious United States. He traveled, 

negotiated, and attempted to build a broad western confederacy capable of checking American 

expansion. 

Brant died in 1807 following an illness, the precise nature of which is uncertain. His life 

illustrates the difficult choices Native leaders faced when every available alliance carried risks. 



Tecumseh’s Continental Vision 

No early Indigenous resistance leader articulated a broader vision 

than the Shawnee leader Tecumseh, born in 1768. He came of age 

while American settlers pressed into the Ohio Country and Native 

nations were pressured into a succession of land cessions. 

Tecumseh argued that the land belonged collectively to Native 

peoples. No single leader or nation, he maintained, possessed the 

authority to sell it without the consent of all. With his brother 

Tenskwatawa, the Shawnee Prophet, he sought to create a 

confederacy stretching from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. 

Tecumseh traveled widely, urging Native nations to set aside old 

divisions. He combined diplomacy, oratory, military leadership, 

and a remarkably modern understanding of collective sovereignty. 

During the War of 1812, he allied with Britain in the hope that victory would produce an 

independent Indigenous homeland. Tecumseh was killed fighting American forces at the Battle 

of the Thames in 1813. His body was never conclusively identified, but his vision of intertribal 

unity survived him. 

Removal and Resistance East of the Mississippi 

The Sauk leader Ma-ka-tai-me-she-kia-kiak, known as Black 

Hawk, was born in 1767. He rejected the legitimacy of a disputed 

treaty that surrendered Sauk lands east of the Mississippi River. 

In 1832, Black Hawk led a group of Sauk, Meskwaki, and 

Kickapoo people back across the river, hoping to return to their 

homes and plant crops. Illinois militia and federal troops 

interpreted the movement as an invasion. The resulting Black 

Hawk War ended with the slaughter of many Native men, women, 

and children as they attempted to cross the Mississippi. 

Black Hawk was captured and taken on a government-arranged 

tour of eastern cities, where he was displayed as a defeated 

enemy. After his release, he lived with his family in Iowa and died 

in 1838 following an illness generally described as respiratory. 

Farther south, Osceola, born around 1804, became the most famous figure in Seminole 

resistance to removal from Florida. He was not the Seminoles’ sole chief, as popular accounts 

sometimes suggest, but he was an influential warrior, speaker, and organizer. 



Osceola opposed agreements requiring the Seminoles to leave Florida for lands west of the 

Mississippi. During the Second Seminole War, he helped lead a resistance that used Florida’s 

difficult terrain to frustrate a much larger United States force. 

In 1837, American troops seized Osceola while he was operating under a flag of truce. 

Imprisoned at Fort Moultrie in South Carolina, he died in 1838 from an acute illness commonly 

identified as quinsy or a malaria-related disease. His capture became one of the most notorious 

betrayals in the history of the removal wars. 

 

 

 

 

Cochise and the Defense of Apache 

Country 

In the Southwest, Cochise, born around 1805, became the foremost 

leader of the Chokonen band of the Chiricahua Apache. He sought to 

preserve his people’s freedom across their traditional homeland in 

present-day Arizona and New Mexico. 

Conflict intensified after the Bascom Affair of 1861, when an 

American officer falsely accused Cochise of abducting a settler’s child and attempted to hold 

him and his relatives hostage. Cochise escaped, but several of his family members were detained 

and killed. 

For more than a decade, Cochise led resistance from the mountains and desert strongholds of 

Apache country. In 1872, he negotiated a peace that temporarily created a reservation 

encompassing part of the Chiricahua homeland. 

Cochise died in 1874 after suffering severe abdominal pain, probably caused by stomach cancer. 

He was reportedly buried somewhere in the Dragoon Mountains, but the location of his grave 

remains unknown. 



Red Cloud’s Victory 

The Oglala Lakota leader Maȟpíya Lúta, known as Red Cloud, 

was born in 1822. During the 1860s, the United States constructed 

forts along the Bozeman Trail, which crossed important Lakota 

and allied hunting territories. 

Red Cloud organized Lakota, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapaho 

resistance in what became known as Red Cloud’s War. His forces 

made the forts increasingly difficult to maintain and inflicted a 

major defeat on American troops in the Fetterman Fight. 

The conflict ended with the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868, under 

which the United States abandoned the contested forts. Red 

Cloud’s War stands as one of the clearest examples of a Native 

military campaign compelling the United States to accept peace on 

significant Indigenous terms. 

Red Cloud later used negotiation and political advocacy to defend his people, even as the United 

States violated the treaty and seized the Black Hills. He died in old age at Pine Ridge in 1909; 

the precise medical cause is uncertain 

 

 

Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull 

Crazy Horse had already fought in Red Cloud’s War. In 1876, he played 

a leading role in the Battle of the Rosebud and, days later, in the Native 

victory over George Armstrong Custer at the Little Bighorn. He signed 

no treaties and resisted reservation confinement as long as his people 

could remain free. 

Diminishing food supplies and relentless military pursuit forced his 

surrender in 1877. Later that year, soldiers attempted to confine him at 

Fort Robinson. During the ensuing struggle, Crazy Horse was mortally 

wounded by a bayonet. The precise circumstances remain contested. 

 



Alongside Crazy Horse in the northern Plains resistance stood the 

Hunkpapa Lakota holy man and leader Tȟatȟáŋka Íyotake, known 

as Sitting Bull, born around 1831. 

Sitting Bull provided spiritual and political leadership to 

communities resisting the seizure of the Black Hills. Before the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn, he conducted a Sun Dance and 

experienced a vision interpreted as foretelling a Native victory. He 

was not the tactical commander of the battle, but his leadership 

helped sustain the alliance gathered there. 

Afterward, Sitting Bull led followers into Canada. He eventually 

returned and surrendered in 1881. On December 15, 1890, U.S.-

directed Indian police attempted to arrest him amid government fears concerning the Ghost 

Dance movement. A confrontation erupted, and Sitting Bull was shot and killed. 

 

 

Geronimo: Warrior, Medicine Man, and 

Prisoner 

Goyaałé, better known as Geronimo, was born in 1829 among the 

Bedonkohe Chiricahua Apache. He was a warrior and medicine man 

rather than a hereditary chief, but his courage and spiritual authority 

made him an influential leader. 

The killing of his mother, wife, and children by Mexican soldiers 

profoundly shaped his life. Geronimo fought alongside Cochise and 

participated in raids and campaigns against Mexican and American 

forces. Later, he repeatedly left reservation confinement with small 

groups of followers. 

His ability to evade thousands of soldiers made him internationally 

famous. In 1886, Geronimo surrendered for the final time. The United States then exiled the 

Chiricahua—including scouts who had served the Army—as prisoners of war. 

Geronimo was never permitted to return to his Southwestern homeland. In 1909, he fell from his 

horse while returning from a night of drinking and remained exposed in the cold. He developed 

pneumonia and died at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, still officially a prisoner of war. 



Chief Joseph and the Long Flight 

Hinmatóowyalahtq̓it, commonly known as Chief Joseph, was 

born in 1840 among the Wal-lam-wat-kain band of the 

Niimíipuu, or Nez Perce, in Oregon’s Wallowa Valley. 

Joseph initially pursued peace while rejecting the forced 

surrender of his people’s homeland. In 1877, after violence 

made war unavoidable, several Niimíipuu bands began a 

fighting retreat across approximately 1,170 miles. Joseph was an 

important political leader and spokesman, while leaders such as 

Looking Glass, White Bird, and Ollokot directed much of the 

military strategy. 

The retreat ended near the Canadian border at Bear Paw. With 

his people exhausted, freezing, and dying, Joseph surrendered on 

October 5, 1877. The famous statement attributed to him ends: 

“From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever.” 

The words were recorded in English by Lieutenant Charles Erskine Scott Wood and may reflect 

translation or later polishing rather than a verbatim transcription. Nevertheless, the statement 

expresses the suffering surrounding the surrender. 

Joseph spent the rest of his life advocating for his people’s return to the Wallowa Valley. He died 

at the Colville Reservation in 1904, probably from heart failure. His physician famously—and 

figuratively—said that he died of a broken heart. 

More Than a History of Defeat 

The lives of these leaders should not be treated merely as a procession toward inevitable defeat. 

Their struggles altered colonial and American policy, delayed invasions, preserved communities, 

secured temporary homelands, and created traditions of sovereignty that continue today. 

Powhatan and Opechancanough confronted the first permanent English settlement in their 

country. Metacom resisted the loss of New England. Pontiac challenged the assumption that 

Britain had inherited Native lands from France.  

Joseph Brant sought security through alliance and diplomacy. Tecumseh envisioned continental 

unity. Black Hawk and Osceola rejected removal. Cochise defended Apache country. Red Cloud 

won a war. Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull protected the Black Hills. Geronimo refused 

confinement, and Chief Joseph gave dispossession an enduring human voice. 



Their stories contain courage, grief, contradiction, endurance, and adaptation. Above all, they 

remind us that the lands coveted by settlers were never vacant. They were—and remain—

Indigenous homelands, defended by leaders whose causes did not end with their deaths. 
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