Tecumtum (?-1864)
By David Lewis
Tecumtum, whose name means Elk Killer, was the principal chief of the Etch-ka-taw-wah band of
Athabaskan Indians during the Rogue River War in the mid-1850s. He was known by various
names, including Te-cum-tom, Chief John, Old John, and Tyee John. As a chief of his tribe, he
signed three treaties with the United States: the Treaty with the Rogue River in 1851, the Treaty
with the Rogue River in 1853, and the Treaty with the Rogue River in 1854. He is remembered as a
powerful leader who fought for the sovereign rights of southwestern Native peoples, and his military
acumen and refusal to submit to conquest place him at the forefront of tribal leaders in Pacific
Northwest history.
According to Indian agents, Tecumtum lived on Deer Creek in the Illinois Valley, near present-day
Selma, and according to Special Indian Agent J. Ross Browne he was the leader of the northern
Shasta tribe. Tecumtum and his people formed part of a confederation of tribes that fought against
American miners, settlers, and volunteer militia from 1853 to 1856. Joel Palmer, the superintendent
for Indian affairs in Oregon, noted that Tecumtum and his confederation held controlling influence
over a broad cross section of peoples in the region, principally the Shasta, Chasta Costa,
Dakubetede, and Takelma. (There is some confusion in the historical literature over the tribal
names Chasta or Chasta Costa and Shasta. Chasta Costa is an Athapaskan name, and the people
at Deer Creek were Athapaskan; the Shasta people, while near neighbors to the Athapaskans,
were a completely different tribe and with a different language.) Conflicts between the area
tribes—Takelmas, Athapaskans, and Shastas—and early white settlers in the 1840s were sporadic.
In the early 1850s, there were some genial relations; and Tecumtum, known as Chief John, and his
children—at least four sons and two daughters—were regular visitors to Jacksonville, where the
sons were known for befriending a white boy, Danny Giles, and helping him recover from an illness.
But conflicts became more common as more settlers and gold miners moved into the Rogue River
and Illinois valleys, displacing tribes from their hunting, gathering, and living areas.
On January 18, 1854, miners attacked the village at Deer Creek. By May, Tecumtum’s band was
hiding in the mountains and suffering without supplies, chased there by California volunteer militia.
Many Indians died in small skirmishes with settlers and miners who believed that the tribes should
be exterminated. For security, Tecumtum’s band of sixty-three people moved onto the Table Rock
Reservation in September 1854.
Living on the reservation was difficult. With few provisions offered by the U.S. government, people
began leaving the reservation to find food. In the summer of 1855, Tecumtum’s people regularly
traveled between the Illinois and the Rogue Valleys and were blamed for numerous thefts and small
conflicts with settlers. On October 7, 1855, at least four volunteer militias attacked and massacred
over a hundred Indians in an attempt to exterminate all Indians on the Table Rock Reservation. By
October 8, most of the remaining bands had joined Tecumtum, who reportedly stated that he was
“going to fight till he died.”
Later that year, Tecumtum’s confederation left Table Rock and traveled down the Rogue River and
into the vastness of the lower Rogue River Canyon, where over the next eight months they attacked
and killed numerous settlers and miners. By the next spring, bands of the Rogue River
confederation were going into Fort Orford, where the U.S. Army offered some protection from the
militias.
Then, on May 27, 1856, Tecumtum led an attack on regular army troops under the command of
Capt. A.J. Smith at Big Bend, near the confluence of the Illinois and Rogue Rivers. During this final
battle of the Rogue River Indian Wars, Tecumtum and as many as two hundred warriors besieged
the troops for two days, eventually forcing Captain Smith’s regulars into a cul-de-sac. Tecumtum’s
men were subsequently flanked by Lt. Col. John C. Buchanan’s regulars and routed. On July 2,
Tecumtum and his people—thirty-five men, ninety women, and ninety children—surrendered their
arms at Port Orford. The army marched them up the coast to live temporarily near Newport.
In 1857, now settled at the Siletz Agency of the Coast Reservation, Tecumtum remained an
important leader, speaking at council meetings and discussing the health and welfare of his people.

He complained that Agent Palmer’s promises had not been carried out and that he wanted to return
to Deer Creek. Other leaders agreed. Then, Cultus Jim, Tecumtum's son, killed an Indian doctor
and was subsequently killed by Indian Agent Robert Metcalfe. Upon threatening Metcalfe’s life,
Tecumtum and his son Adam were arrested on April 22, 1858.
The two men were removed to the army’s jail at Fort Vancouver and then placed aboard the
steamer Columbia to be taken to San Francisco for incarceration at the Presidio. While
the Columbia was anchored at Humboldt Bay, they escaped and attacked the steamer’s crew and
passengers. Overpowered by the crew, Tecumtum was shot in the face and Adam was severely
wounded and had a leg amputated.
In 1862, after appeals from his daughters, Tecumtum was released from the Presidio and moved
back to Oregon to live on the Grand Ronde Reservation. He became known as a famous Rogue
River war-chief and was called Ty John by soldiers and tribal people (Tyee means chief in Chinuk
Wawa). On August 27, 1862, he was placed briefly in the Grand Ronde blockhouse, arrested for
inciting Indians to leave the reservation. He died on June 6, 1864.
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