
This Day in History…  April 4, 1841

First President to Die in Office 
On April 4, 1841, President William Henry Harrison died of pneumonia, just one month 

after his inauguration. His sudden death ended the shortest presidency in US history and raised 
immediate questions about presidential succession.

William Henry Harrison was born on February 9, 1773, in Charles City County, Virginia. He 
was the last US president born as a British subject. His father, Benjamin Harrison V, signed the 
Declaration of Independence and served as governor of Virginia. Harrison grew up in a politically 
active household but did not follow a direct path into public life.

At age 14, he attended Hampden-Sydney College. His father later removed him, partly due 
to concerns about his associations and interests. Harrison then studied medicine at the University 
of Pennsylvania, but he found the profession unappealing. After his father died in 1791, he could 
no longer afford school. A family friend, Governor Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, encouraged 
him to join the army. Within a day, Harrison was commissioned an ensign in the US Army.

He began his military career on the frontier during the Northwest Indian War. Serving under 
General Anthony Wayne, Harrison gained experience in discipline and command. He played a 
role in the American victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794. That victory led to the Treaty 
of Greenville the following year, which opened much of present-day Ohio to American settlement.

Harrison left the army in 1797 and moved into public service. He became Secretary of the 
Northwest Territory and later its delegate to Congress. Although he could not vote, he helped 
shape policy. His Harrison Land Act allowed settlers to purchase land in smaller, more affordable 
parcels. In 1800, he helped organize the division of the territory into Ohio and Indiana.

President John Adams appointed Harrison governor of the Indiana Territory. In that role, 
he negotiated a series of treaties with Native American groups, acquiring over 60 million acres 
for US settlement. Many Native Americans rejected these agreements, which increased tensions 
across the region.

Resistance grew under Shawnee leaders Tecumseh and his brother Tenskwatawa. They 
argued that no single tribe had the authority to sell shared lands. In 1811, while Tecumseh was 

seeking allies, Harrison led US forces against Tenskwatawa’s followers near the Tippecanoe River. The Battle of 
Tippecanoe ended in a US victory, though both sides suffered losses. Harrison’s role earned him the nickname “Old 
Tippecanoe,” which later became central to his political image.

During the War of 1812, Harrison commanded American forces in the Northwest. He recaptured Detroit from the 
British and led troops into Canada. In 1813, his army defeated British and Native forces at the Battle of the Thames. 
Tecumseh was killed in that battle, weakening Native resistance in the region. After disputes with the Secretary of War, 
Harrison resigned his command but was later recognized by Congress for his service.

In the years that followed, Harrison held several public offices. He served in the US House of 
Representatives, the Ohio State Senate, and the US Senate. In 1828, he was appointed Minister to 
Colombia. There, he warned US officials that political instability threatened the country’s future. 
He also expressed concern about Simón Bolívar’s growing authority. President Andrew Jackson 
later recalled him to the United States.

Harrison returned to private life for a time, including operating a distillery, before re-entering 
politics. He ran for president in 1836 but lost. In 1840, he ran again as the Whig candidate against 
President Martin Van Buren. His campaign emphasized his military record and portrayed him as 
a frontier hero. Opponents mocked him as a man better suited to a log cabin than the presidency. 
Harrison turned that criticism into an advantage. Campaign materials featured log cabins and hard 
cider, presenting him as relatable to ordinary voters. His slogan, “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too,” 
highlighted both his past and his running mate, John Tyler. Harrison won the election in a decisive 
Electoral College victory.

He traveled to Washington, DC, by train for his inauguration on March 4, 1841, becoming the 
first president to do so. The weather was cold and windy, yet Harrison chose to ride in the parade 
and deliver his inaugural address without a coat or hat. His speech, at 8,444 words, lasted nearly two hours and remains 
the longest inaugural address on record. In it, he outlined plans to reform government practices, limit executive power, 
and address financial issues, including the future of a national bank.

Within weeks, Harrison fell ill. He developed pneumonia and died on April 4, 1841. His reported final words were 
directed to Vice President John Tyler, urging him to uphold the principles of the government. Harrison became the first 
US president to die in office. His term lasted just 30 days, 12 hours, and 32 minutes.

His death set an important precedent. John Tyler assumed the full powers of the presidency, establishing a practice 
that would later be formalized in the Constitution.
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