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History’s Mysteries 
How Weesaw Township Got Its Name 

 

Chapter 1: The Mystery 
 
 Weesaw Township, as almost every township resident knows, takes its name from Chief 
Weesaw, leader of a band of Potawatomi Indians who lived nearly two hundred years ago. 
Many people also know something about him and his life. That he had the title of War Chief. 
That he put his mark on a number of treaties that gradually ceded Michigan Indian lands to the 
US government. That according to early observers, he was a man of elaborate dress and striking 
appearance. And that he died a violent death. 

 
But none of these facts—if they are facts not myth—tell 
how his name came to be attached to our beautiful part of 
southwestern Michigan. Of Michigan’s 1,240 townships, 
only six have been named for individual Native Americans. 
For Weesaw to be among that small group is an honor.  
 
What was it about Weesaw that deserved this honor? Was 
he a warrior who fought for his people, as his title implies? 
Did his leadership earn a place for his name on the treaties 
he signed? What made him command the attention of settlers moving into Michigan, who 
usually gave little notice to the Indians whose lands they wanted for their own? Was the land 
that became Weesaw Township once Weesaw’s home? And what was the cause of his death? 
 
To answer these questions is to peer through the fog of two hundred years of history. Answers 
will be incomplete. Hunches and speculation are necessary. But from the oral and written 
testimony of the Potawatomi, from old Michigan histories, from government documents, from 
early settler accounts, from the lay of the land itself—we can begin to find the answers that are 
presented in the following pages. 
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Osceola. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. 

Chapter 2: Weesaw the Warrior? 
 
If Weesaw had been a famous warrior, his name might 
have been chosen for a Michigan township. Osceola, a 
Seminole who led his people in the longest and 
bloodiest of the “Indian Wars,” gave his name to two 
Michigan townships. But although the settlers referred 
to Weesaw as a “War Chief,” there is no record of him 
ever leading his band into battle.* 
 
Those who knew him and early histories describe him as 
another man entirely—"as a staunch friend of the 
Americans,” eager “to cultivate their acquaintance,” 
“highly respected by his white neighbors,” a man who 
“performed many favors” for the first settlers. One 
example: 
 

In the winter of 1827, a settler surveying party 
had become separated from its supply train and 
was running dangerously low on provisions. The 
supply train had become lost in the vast forests 
of southwest Michigan. And so, two of the 
surveyors were detailed to find help. Knowing 
that Weesaw’s village was nearby, they turned to him. They arrived at his village at 
nightfall. The “utmost hospitality” was shown the surveyors and they were immediately 
taken in. At Weesaw’s direction, his band began preparing food, and the next morning, 
he and his favorite wife carried a “liberal allowance of provisions” to the party. 

 
Through such actions, Weesaw came to be remembered by the settlers with “pleasurable and 
kindly feeling.” Perhaps such kindness earned his name on our township. 

 
 
* The English word “chief” has no equivalent in the Potawatomi language. Each Potawatomi 
village had an elder, called a “Wkema” or leader, respected for his seniority, wisdom, and ability 
to influence people with his decisions. But these elders were not masters. Rather, through their 
actions, they represented the policies of the tribe. Individuals that white settlers referred to as 
“war chiefs” were appointed by their communities to lead them through times of threat. 
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George Winteer, Self Portrait 

Chapter 3: Weesaw the Man 
 
If Weesaw were a man of commanding presence, his appearance might have earned him a 
township name. His name would symbolize pride of place. Unfortunately, despite the many 
paintings and early photos of the Potawatomi, no image of Weesaw has been discovered. We 
can’t see what he looked like. 
 
The artist George Winter, who traveled among the Potawatomi in 
the 1830s, once met Weesaw. He asked to sketch him, but Weesaw 
refused to pose. According to Winter, Weesaw said that “when he 
was young – he had had his likeness taken – and that now he was old – he 
did not wish to be sketched – He wished to be remembered only when he 
was young – and had no desire to be two faced.”  
 
So, no visual image of Weesaw exists. But contemporaries and later 
writers described him in striking detail. From their words, we know 
that he was well over six feet tall—at a time when the average 
height of men, both Indian and white, was five foot seven. We are 
told that he moved like “a king, tall stately and dignified,” “the 
handsomest and the best dressed Indian of his tribe.” This man, 
whose name means “He, the Torchbearer,” really stood out in a 
crowd. Consider this piece from an early Berrien County newspaper: 
 

“One warm winter day about the last of January, 1835, I stood at Beeson’s corner in the 
village of Niles, looking down the street running parallel with the river (that would have 
been Front street) and saw a large crowd of men and boys coming toward me. 
 
“The central object was an Indian of more than ordinary consequence, apparently fifty 
or fifty-five years, tall and straight as an arrow, with a countenance as grave and 
dignified as almost to amount to solemnity; he seemed [like a] sagacious lawmaker 
more than the swift footed warrior. . . . 
 
“This was Weesaw, the chief of the Pottawatomies. 
 
“As he walked along with his crowd of admirers to the village inn, ever and anon 
answering their inquiries with brief gutterals, with a dignity that bespoke one born to 
command, he seemed every inch a man; one in whose breast dwelt noble impulses, 
generous purposes.” 
 

Occasionally, Weesaw dressed in a white man’s “suit of blue broad cloth, of which he was very 
proud, [and] he made a fine appearance.” 
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Ten Potawatomi Chiefs, George Winter 
 
Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, 
Bentonville, AR 

Potawatomi Chief and Brave 
 

Library of Congress, Washington, D. C. 

“His favorite mode of dressing, however, was in the true Indian style, and as described 
by those that saw him, with a large silver ring in his nose, one in each ear, a breast-plate 
of the same material as large as a pie tin, his leggings adorned with a row of bells, that 
tinkled at every step, a blue sash, tied around his body, and a turban on his head of the 
same gay color, all combined to give impression of true Indian grandeur.” 

 
It's not hard to imagine that this “grandeur” provided reason enough for a township to be given 
his name. Consider this painting and photograph of Potawatomi leaders. Note how many 
details of dress match the description of Weesaw in the preceding quotations. 
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Chapter 4: The Land of Weesaw 
 
If Weesaw and his band of Potawatomi lived on the land that would one day become Weesaw 
Township, that would be good reason for our township’s name. Archeologists have discovered 
abundant evidence of Indian camps and villages in our township, especially north of New Troy 
and along the Galien River. None of these sites, however, have been linked to Weesaw. 
 

Indian Archeological Sites in Berrien and Cass Counties 
    
 

 
Solid or dotted lines mark possible or actual trails. 

 

 
Adapted from Archeological Atlas of Michigan, Wilbert B. Hinsdale, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1931. 

Drawings by Edward J. Stevens 
 

For much of his life, Weesaw didn’t even live in Berrien County. He appears to have been born 
about 1785-1790 and raised in what would become Cass County. His name appears on a treaty 
signed in 1821, when he was granted a reserve of land in northeast Cass County, in present-day 
Volinia Township (see his reservation in the highlighted right corner of the map above). There, 
near Bunker Lake, Weesaw, his three wives, five sons, and approximately 150 members of his 
tribal group had their village. 

At some point, Weesaw, members of his band, and six other Potawatomi villages along the St. 
Joseph River converted to Christianity. They also adopted features of Western culture, dress, 

Village or Camp Burial Grounds 
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technology, even the legal system. Weesaw even gave four of his sons English names: Louis, 
Michael, Samuel, and John. 

But theirs was a blend of Western and Indian customs. Throughout the seasons, Weesaw and 
his clan moved from their village in northeast Cass County to camps elsewhere to hunt, fish, 
gather nuts and berries, or make sugar. They lived a life in harmony with the land and its 
offerings. They traveled where they pleased because the land was communal property, 
available to all. 

 

 
Potawatomi Summer Camp, George Winter, 1837 

Courtesy of Tippecanoe County Historical Assn. (Gift of Mrs. Cable G. Ball & Cable G. Ball) 
 
When white settlers moved into southwest Michigan, they brought with them a very different 
view of the land. They didn’t live with the land and belong to it; they lived on it. Land was, 
potentially, property to be owned, fenced, and developed—a valuable resource in an expanding 
national economy. 
 
Reflecting this way of thinking, the US Supreme Court ruled in 1823 that Indians could occupy 
land, but they could not own it. The Court reasoned that “To leave [Indians] in possession of 
their country was to leave the country a wilderness.” That ruling, and Andrew Jackson’s 
signature on the Indian Removal Act of 1830, sealed the Indians’ fate on the land that had been 
their home. 
 
And Weesaw was there to witness forest and prairie transformed into field and farm. He may 
have been granted reserves of land by treaty, but, as one old history puts it, “no attention was 
paid to his claim by the settlers.” In 1828, just one year after Weesaw and his family rescued 
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the surveying party (see Chapter 2), a settler named Squire Thompson brought three explorer-
settlers onto Weesaw’s Cass County reserve, where he welcomed them with food. Then, 
looking around themselves, and finding that the land “presented such an attractive 
appearance,” the visitors immediately began dividing up Weesaw’s land into their own separate 
claims. 
 
In 1832, having been granted land in the “Niles Reservation,” Weesaw moved his village from 
Prairie Ronde in Cass County to Berrien County and the west bank of the St. Joseph River, two 
miles downstream from the village of Niles. Today, you can visit the very spot of Weesaw’s final 
home. Take the Niles-Buchanan Road east from Buchanan until you come to Philips Road, just 
west of the Niles city limits. Turn left, drive north, and continue past the Carey Mission 
monument until you come to the end of the road. There, at the river, was Weesaw’s village and 
the closest the history books get him to our Weesaw Township.  
 

Weesaw’s Two Villages in Berrien and Cass Counties 

Adapted from: Archeological Atlas of Michigan 
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Weesaw’s Village 
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Wewissa or Wesaw, 1838 
Courtesy of Tippecanoe County Historical Association 

 

 
Chapter 5: Weesaw’s Passing 
 
About Weesaw’s death, most sources agree that he died violently in September, 1836. A few 
state that he died as a peacemaker, trying to break up a fight between two young men at his 
village in Cass County. But because Weesaw was then living near Niles, that explanation is not 
very plausible. 
 
Most sources say that he was killed—some say 
stabbed, others say shot—by one of his sons in 
a drunken rage. If he was, indeed, murdered 
by his son, that son would probably have been 
his eldest, Louis, also known as Louison, 
Wesaw, or Wewissa. Born in 1814, he would 
have been twenty-two at the time. 
 
If Louison did murder his father, there is no 
record that he was punished for his crime. Two 
years later, in 1838, the artist George Winter 
painted a portrait of a man he called 
Wewissa—also referred to as “Wesaw”—
shortly before most Potawatomi were forcibly 
removed by the federal government from their 
midwestern lands and marched to Kansas and 
Missouri, a hard march now called “The Trail of 
Death.” (Only Pokagon and his band remained 
in southwest Michigan.) The muster roll at the beginning of the journey lists someone named 
“Wesaw.” But at journey’s end in Kansas, he was not mentioned. Forty-two died, including 
Wesaw’s mother, and approximately sixty escaped during the march. What was this Wesaw’s 
fate?  
 
As to Louison’s motive for murder, sources say he was angry at Weesaw for signing the treaty 
of 1832 that gave up his land in northeast Cass County. But why should Louison have been 
angry? He signed the treaty, too (he would have been eighteen at the time). In fact, his anger 
came because the treaty ambiguously appeared to reserve the land for both father and son, 
and each was trying, separately, to dispose of it following Weesaw’s move to Berrien County. 
 
Sometime between the treaty signing, Weesaw’s departure for Niles, and the year 1835, Chief 
Weesaw sold the reserve to two settlers for $2,400. At about the same time, the son, believing 
he had claim to the land, sold it to other white settlers. As a result, a suit was filed, a lawyer was 
hired, and government officials were appealed to in order to resolve the dispute. This, 
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apparently, was the conflict between father and son. We can only wonder whether an 
argument flamed into a drunken rage and drove the son to murder. 
 
Following his death, Weesaw was buried in the traditional Potawatomi manner, dressed in his 
best clothes, surrounded by his valuables, with food nearby. According to tradition, he could be 
interred lying down, standing, seated, or placed above the ground. Two locations have been 
given for the locations of his grave. One unlikely location was just north of Buchanan, beneath 
Moccasin Bluff, near today’s Red Bud Trail. There was, however, another Indian village located 
there. A more likely location was the burial site next to Weesaw’s last village, north of Niles, at 
the bend in the St. Joseph River. This second site has eyewitness testimony to support it. 
 

In the late 1860s, a young girl, Irene Broadhurst, whose family farm lay downriver from 
Weesaw’s village, rowed a skiff four miles upriver to what she said was the site of 
Weesaw’s grave. And there she found him, on “a flat table plain of several acres, along 
the river, with rather steep cliffs on the other side. . . . The body of Weesaw was buried 
standing up, with the body from the hips up above ground. When she was there the 
skeleton still stood erect, with only one or possibly two ribs separated from the frame 
and lying on the ground.” 

 
And there we leave Chief Weesaw, standing in his grave, with Weesaw Township not yet 
created, and still no explanation for its naming. 
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1829 map of what would become Weesaw Township. 
 

Cogswell Kidder Green 

 

Chapter 6: Weesaw Becomes a Township 
 
Four months after Weesaw’s death, on 
January 26, 1837, Michigan became a state. 
Three months later, on March 20, 1837, 
Weesaw became a township, and the village 
of New Troy was platted. We now know 
quite a bit about Chief Weesaw. But we still 
don’t know how his name became attached 
to our township. 
 
At that time, the township was mostly 
unsettled forest and swamp with a total 
population of 116 (Native Americans were 
not counted). Whatever movement might 
have led to the naming of the new township, 
it probably did not come from the itinerant 
loggers and mill operators who lived there at 
that time. That motivation lay elsewhere.  
 
At this point in our story, enter the fabulously 
named Cogswell Kidder Green. He came to Niles from New Hampshire in 1830. Throughout his 
years in the Midwest and southwest Michigan, he was active in Niles and Niles Township 
government offices as postmaster, probate judge, village 
president, township clerk and supervisor. 
 
More important to our story was his work as a lawyer. In 
1835, he it was who represented Chief Weesaw in the 
attempt to claim title to his Cass County land. As township 
officer and lawyer representing Weesaw, he must have 
known him well. Then, that same year, Green was elected as 
Berrien County representative to the first term of the newly-
created Michigan House of Representatives.  
 
A major clue to the source of Weesaw’s township name: Upon 
taking office in the legislature, Green was appointed to the 
House legislative committee on the “Organization of Towns 
and Counties.” Green would have been there when the 
recently-surveyed areas of southwest Michigan were named 
as towns, townships, and counties. It must have been 
Cogswell Kidder Green who recommended the name 
“Weesaw” for our township. 
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Two years later, when the township was actually created, Green had left office and been 
replaced in the House of Representatives by one Robert E. Ward, a mysterious figure from 
Berrien Springs who resigned his office before his term expired and left the area, never to be 
seen or heard of again. One thing we do know about him: his interest in the names of places. 
 
He lived in what was then called “Berrien.” It was his petition that changed the village name to 
Berrien Springs. So, it’s not hard to speculate that he carried that interest to the legislature and 
was instrumental in helping to name new units of government as they were created while he 
was in office, including Weesaw Township. Beyond that, the deliberations of the Michigan 
House and Senate are silent, other than telling us that the naming of the township occurred: 
 

“All that portion of the county of Berrien designated the United States survey as 
townships seven and eight south range nineteen west, be, and the same is hereby set 
off and organized into a separate township by the name of Weesaw the first township 
meeting therein shall be held at such place said township as the sheriff of the county of 
Berrien shall designate and appoint.” 
 

Thus, the untamed land that had formerly been part of Niles Township and that contained what 
would become Galien Township was, on March 20, 1837, transformed into Weesaw Township. 
 
Chief Weesaw: A friend to white settlers, a Catholic convert like Chief Leopold Pokagon, a 
peaceable man, an impressive figure, a man who adopted a number of the customs of the 
white settlers. All these traits made Weesaw memorable. Is it any wonder the Berrien County 
legislators who knew him, who were practically his neighbors, would think of him warmly, just 
months after his death? What more fitting tribute than to give his name to a land yet unsettled 
by white men. And so it came to be. And that is the story, at least as much can be told, of how 
Weesaw Township got its name. 
 


