
The Greatest Lakes
By the Shores of Gitchee Gumee
Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha

INTRODUCTION:
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was one America’s most famous poets of the 19th century. 
Among his classic works are the Midnight Ride of Paul Revere and Evangeline. He specialized in 
epic poems, that told dramatic and inspiring stories. One of his most celebrated poems is the 
Song of Hiawatha, the lengendary tale of an Ojibway (Chippewa) leader who lived in the 1600’s, 
just when European explorers and missionaries were making their way into the Great Lakes 
Country. Hiawatha’s mission was to bring peace to all peoples. Was he successful? 

PART ONE: The Introduction of the Song of Hiawatha

1. Your teacher will give you a copy of the Introduction to the Song of Hiawatha. You will take 
turns reading it both orally and silently. 

What kind of world did Hiawatha and his Ojibway people live in, according to the Introduction? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

2. Like any good poet, Longfellow tried to paint a picture using words instead of a canvas. He 
used images from the world of the Ojibway people.  Read the Introduction again and make a list 
of this images. We will divide them into four categories: non-living, plants, animals, human. 
Record them on this chart:

curling smoke of 
wigwams

lodges of the beaverStood the groves of 
singing pine-trees

rushing of great rivers
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3. There is a definite rhythm used to help in building the imagery. The meter Longfellow used is 
called trochaic tetrameter.  Your teacher will help you explain what that means. Demonstrate this 
meter in the space below:

4. Many poems have patterns of rhyming words. Is that the case here? ______ 
Do you think this helps or hurts in the process of building word paintings? _________________

______________________________________________________________________________

PART TWO: The Geography of the Song of Hiawatha. 

Chapter One of the Song of Hiawatha is called The Peace-Pipe. It tells the story of how the 
Gitche Manito (“The Great Spirit”) calls all the Indian nations together to smoke the pipe of 
peace. According to Longfellow’s version of this legend, they came from hundreds of miles away. 
To appreciate this better, your teacher will give you a map of the Indian Nations as they existed 
in the 1600s. Perform the following tasks:

(1) Locate the “redstone quarry.” It is found on the border of Minnesota and South Dakota, in a 
region now called Coteau des Prairies. Mark it with a large “X”.

(2) Longfellow claims that the smoke signal could be seen from
“ From the Vale of Tawasentha,
From the Valley of Wyoming,
From the groves of Tuscaloosa,
From the far-off Rocky Mountains,
From the Northern lakes and rivers.”

Tawasentha is a valley outside Albany, New York. The Valley of Wyoming is in central Penn-
sylvania (not the state of Wyoming). Tuscaloosa is in Alabama. The Northern Lakes are found in 
Canada north of Lake Superior. Label these geographic places on the map!

(3) Highlight the names of all the Indian Nations mentioned in this chapter. Draw arrows from 
their territories to the Redstone Quarry to show the routes these native peoples took to this great 
meeting. Shade in the area of the map that includes their homelands (and other tribes not 
mentioned by name). 
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(4) What did Gitche Manito ask of the people? _______________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

What promise did Gitche Manito make to all the peoples assembled? ______________________

______________________________________________________________________________

What was the result of this great “pow-pow?” ________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Other than those nations mentioned in Chapter 1, what other native peoples most likely were 

involved in this legendary event? ___________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________.

PART THREE: The Song of Hiawatha in Detail

Each of you will be assigned to a small group to study one chapter of this epic poem in more 
detail. You will then report back to class about what you discovered. This will include the story 
line, the characters, the conflicts and resolutions, nature imagery, places described. Record your 
findings on this chart:

Were there any 
recognizable 

geographic places 
mentioned? 

What kinds of nature 
imagery did Long-

fellow use?

How was this conflict 
resolved?

What conflict was 
taking place?

What characters were 
involved?

Describe in general 
terms what happened 

in this chapter:
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PART FOUR: The Conclusion

The final chapter is called Hiawatha’s Departure. The class will read through this section 
together, just as you did the Introduction. 

Describe briefly here how the saga of Hiawatha comes to a conclusion: _____________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Who were the “Black-Robed Chiefs?” _______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

What is their purpose of coming to the homeland of the Obibways? _______________________

______________________________________________________________________________

How does Hiawatha instruct his people to treat the visitors? _____________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

How does Hiawatha make his dramatic exit from his people? _____________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

The Sequel: The lives of the Ojibway and other Native American peoples was greatly disrupted 
by contact with Europeans. Hiawatha has visions of this time of trouble. Use the space below to 
plan a short sequel to the Song of Hiawatha. Your teacher will instruct you on what it should 
contain, and whether it should be in prose or following Longfellow’s pattern of trochaic 
tetrameter. Your final copy should be completed on a separate paper. 


