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A Br ief History of Indian Terr itor ies in Wisconsin for  Teachers 
 

As mentioned in the introduction to this curriculum, the focus of these activities is a mid-

1800s time frame.  During this time many tribes were being or had recently been forced 

off of their homelands to make way for arriving European and Yankee settlers.  This brief 

history will serve to place Wisconsin tribes in the context of that upheaval.   

 

In Native culture, the creation story explains the beginnings of individual tribes.  These 

stories are sacred and are not to be told outside of the tribe except by an elder, so they are 

not included here.  However, the creation story of the Menominee explains the origin of 

the five Menominee clans – the Bear, Eagle, Wolf, Crane, and Moose clans – and their 

original dwelling place along a river.  Like the Menominee creation story, the creation 

stories of other clans explain the origin of the people, their social and political 

organization, and tell their original dwelling place. 

 

Before the arrival of the Europeans, some tribes had migrated from their original 

dwelling place as a result of intertribal warfare or in search of better resources to provide 

clothing, building materials, and food.  Forced migration of tribes westward began with 

the founding of the first settlements on the east coast – Jamestown in 1609 and Plymouth 

in 1620.  As more settlers arrived and moved inward, east coast tribes were forced into 

the territories on neighboring tribes, displacing them.  This produced a “domino effect.”   

Other tribes battled new diseases brought by the Europeans.  Without a built up 

immunity, Native peoples could easily die from such diseases as small pox. 

 



The following information will give you an idea of what tribes lived in Wisconsin 

throughout the history of the state and what tribes continue to live here today.  Sometimes 

it is difficult to know the full extent of Wisconsin Indian tribes’  territories as their way of 

defining land ownership differs greatly from the system used by the Europeans and that 

we know today.    Native peoples do not have a philosophy of “private property”  like the 

Europeans in which an individual holds the rights to a piece of land; instead, they 

practiced communal land ownership in which the entire community held the rights to the 

land on which they lived.  This is an important difference that led to much conflict 

between Native Americans and European and Yankee settlers.  

 

The extent of Ho-Chunk territory prior to the arrival of white settlers in Wisconsin is 

unknown.  However, at one time, Ho-Chunk-controlled territory stretched from Green 

Bay to beyond Lake Winnebago and to the Wisconsin River and the Rock River in 

Illinois.  Today, only 2,000 acres are owned collectively by 6,159 enrolled tribal 

members.   



 

Figure 1:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 
 
This fact illustrates a pattern experienced by all Indian groups that call Wisconsin home, 

or did so at one time.  The pre-European contact Wisconsin tribes included the Fox 

(Outagamie) and Sauk (Mesquakie) [often grouped together as one tribe called the 

Mesquakie], the Menominee, the Ho-Chunk (known as Winnebago to the Europeans), 

the Sioux, the Oj ibwe (Oj ibwa or  Chippewa), and the Potawatomi.  Between 1634, 

when Nicolet arrived at Green Bay, and the late 1800s, these groups were displaced in a 

number of different ways.  Sometimes white settlement or the fur trade pushed into a 

tribe’s homeland, displacing them into territories traditionally used by other tribes.  In 

some cases, the U.S. Government forced tribes to give up lands to these displaced Indian 

groups.  Such was the case when the Oneida of New York State moved into Wisconsin 

and the Menominee had to cede some lands for their use.   

In other cases, the United States Government wanted the land for settlement by 

Yankees or European immigrants.  The Government negotiated treaties with Wisconsin 



tribes to arrange for land cessions.  Often, the price offered by the government for Indian 

lands was far below the market value, and the land offered for a new dwelling place was 

barren and unlivable.  However, weakened by disease, warfare, and genocide, the tribes 

generally felt that they had little choice but to accept the terms.  Or, they believed that 

they were agreeing to something other than that which the Government had in mind.  

Their lives might have been at stake as refusal to sign a treaty could be justification in the 

eyes of the Government to start a military action against the tribe.  

 

Originally, the main Wisconsin settlement of Oj ibwe was at Madeleine Island in 

Chequamegon Bay of Lake Superior.  In 1745, the Ojibwe began to move inland into 

Wisconsin.  They settled at Lac Courte Oreilles (pronounced lock-or-du-ray) and later at 

Lac du Flambeau (pronounced lock-do-flom-bow.)  However, in an 1837 treaty they 

ceded most of their land in north-central Wisconsin and in northeastern Minnesota.  An 

1842 treaty removed them from the remainder of their lands in Wisconsin and in the 

Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  An 1854 treaty created four reservations in Wisconsin 

(Bad River, Red Cliff, Lac du Flambeau and Lac Courte Oreilles.) Two more reservations 

were created under the Franklin Delano Roosevelt administration (Mole Lake and St. 

Croix.) 



 

Figure 2:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 

The Potawatomi, or Neshnabek, once lived in the area of Sault Ste. Marie (pronounced 

soo saint marie), Michigan.  By the 1640s-1650s, the Iroquois of New York State were 

pushing southward into the Great lakes Region, forcing the Potawatomi westward.  In 

1665, the tribe relocated in Door County; in 1700, with the Iroquois threat diminished, 

they moved south along the western shore of Lake Michigan.  By 1800, the Potawatomi 

controlled lands in northern Illinois, southeastern Wisconsin, northern Indiana, southern 

Michigan, and northwestern Ohio.  But this increase in territory would not last for long.  

In an 1829 treaty, the Potawatomi ceded some lands in northwestern Illinois and 

southwestern Wisconsin to the Federal Government, and an 1833 treaty legislated the 

cession of the remainder of their lands.  The bulk of Potawatomi were removed westward 

to Texas, Kansas, Iowa, and northward to Canada between 1835 and 1838.  However, 

some resisted leaving their homelands and stayed in Wisconsin.  Today, the Potawatomi 

tribe owns 15,000 acres in Forest County, Wisconsin. 



 

Figure 3:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 

The Saginaw Bay area in Michigan was the original home for the Sauk (Mesquakie) and 

Fox (Outagamie) Indians.  Following the influx of European settlers into their territories, 

these tribes moved into the southwestern region of Wisconsin and established the village 

of Saukenuk where the Rock and Mississippi Rivers met.  Saukenuk was their home until 

they were forced to remove to Iowa and Kansas as a result of the Black Hawk War.   

 

The Santee Sioux (also known as the Dakota) made their home in the western-central 

part of Wisconsin.  However, by 1837, when they ceded their lands in Wisconsin, most of 

the tribe had already moved west across the Mississippi.  During the Civil War, following 

an Indian uprising in Minnesota, President Lincoln signed an executive order allowing 

for the tribe to be rounded up and removed further west.  In 1863, they were taken to a 

barren 400 square-mile reservation on Crow Creek in South Dakota. 

 



 

Mohican lands were once located in present day New York, between Lake Champlain in 

the north and Manhattan Island in the south.  To the west the lands extended to Schoharie 

Creek and on the east side of the Hudson River into Massachusetts, Vermont, and 

Connecticut.  Dutch settlement in the region and conflicts between the Dutch, French, 

and English caused the Mohicans to seek a new home.  In 1738, priest John Sergeant 

established a mission in the Mohican Village of Wnahtukuk on the Housatonic River near 

a meadow between the Berkshire Mountains in Western Massachusetts.  Sergeant named 

the mission Stockbridge and these Mohicans became known as the Stockbr idge Indians.   

Again, encroachment by settlers caused the Stockbridge Mohicans to move to 

New Stockbridge near Oneida Lake in the mid 1780s.   They did this under the leadership 

of Joseph Quinney.  Soon more pressure by white settlers led part of the group (under 

John Metoxen) to move to White River, Indiana to live with their distant relatives the 

Miami and the Delaware (also called Lenape).  By the time of their arrival, they found 

that the Delaware had already been forced to sell their lands.  An 1822 treaty between the 

U.S. Government and the Menominee and Ho-Chunk allowed the Stockbridge to settle on 

lands previously owned by these tribes on the Fox River at Kaukauna.  However, by 

1834, they were moved to the east shore of Lake Winnebago with the Brotherton Indians 

(Oneida that had settled in the Duck Creek Area).  A group of Munsee Indians also joined 

them.  In 1887 the tribe finally received a permanent settlement of reservation land.  The 

plot amounted to 15000 acres in Bartelme, Wisconsin.  It was bad quality land that had 

been clear cut.  At that time, only 2500 acres of that land were placed in trust for the 

tribe.  The remaining 13,000 acres entered into trust in 1972. 



 

Figure 4:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 

Oneida Indians held 5.3 million acres in New York State prior to the Revolutionary War.  

After fighting in the Revolutionary War on the side of the Americans, the Oneida 

returned home to find their villages burned by the British armies and by armies of the 13 

colonies.  Two treaties, one in 1785 and one in 1788, called for the cession of Oneida 

lands.  Oneida lands stood in the direct route of what would become the Erie Canal, a 

major route for trade and moving people westward.  Representatives of the Oneida nation 

met with representatives of the Menominee and Ho-Chunk to negotiate for lands along 

the Great Lakes where they could move.  An 1822 treaty resulted from government 

pressure and allowed the Oneida to purchase lands in Wisconsin (in the Grand Chute and 

Kaukauna areas.)  One year later a group of Methodist Oneidas (called the Second 



Christian Party or the Orchard Party) settled along the southern shore of Duck Creek.  

The current Oneida Reservation was established by an 1838 treaty, though much land 

was lost to the allotment policy of the Dawes Act (1887.)  

 

Figure 5:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 

Prior to 1634, the Menominee held over 10 million acres of Wisconsin territory.  After 

1660, refugee tribes began arriving in Wisconsin from the east.  They were either fleeing 

from the encroachment of white settlers onto their own lands, or were pushed out of their 

home territories by tribes who fled settler encroachment.  The movement of these groups 

into Menominee territory led to disagreements over fishing grounds and put a strain on 

resources such as game and fish.  In some cases, regional warfare resulted.   

The Menominee remained loyal to the British during the American Revolution, 

and later fought alongside them against the Americans in the War of 1812.  Just about a 

decade later, the American government pressured the Menominee and their Ho-Chunk 

neighbors to agree to share their lands with a group of Oneida, Stockbridge, Munsee, and 



Brothertown Indians pushed out of their New York territory by settlers.  The Menominee 

and Ho-Chunk agreed to “ joint tenancy”  with the New York Indians in an 18 mile strip 

on the north shore of Lake Winnebago.  One year later, the Menominee entered into a 

second treaty which gave the New York Indians joint tenancy on all of their lands East 

and North of Lake Winnebago.   

 It is unclear the extent to which the Menominee were coerced into these 

agreements.  One theory is that they invited the New York Indians to join them on their 

land, thinking that the previous legal experiences of the New York Indians would help 

them keep their land in the long run.  Another theory states that the New York Indians 

better understood property issues giving them an unfair advantage in the negotiations.  

The Menominee may not have been opposed to sharing the land, but white negotiators 

actually framed the treaty as a land cession, something the Menominee definitely did not 

desire.     

 

Figure 6:  Map cour tesy Wisconsin Histor ical Society.  Found in Loew, Patty.  Native People of 
Wisconsin in the New Badger  History Ser ies.  Madison:  Wisconsin Histor ical Society Press, 2003. 
 



The story of Wisconsin Indian tribes and their lands in Wisconsin between 1825 and 

1970 is essentially a story of loss as tribes were pressured to give up or ordered off their 

lands.  In the 1970s, the growth of the American Indian Movement (AIM) brought land 

ownership and treaty rights issues to the forefront, and tribes are beginning to win some 

small victories in protecting current lands and reclaiming rights to other lands. 

 
 



 
Figure 7:  Treaty Lands, 1825 from Mapping Wisconsin History:  Teacher's Guide and Student 
Materials.  Madison:  State Histor ical Society of Wisconsin, 2000. 



 
Figure 8:  Native Amer ican Removals from Mapping Wisconsin History:  Teacher's Guide and Student 
Materials.  Madison:  State Histor ical Society of Wisconsin, 2000. 



 
Figure 9:  Wisconsin Indian Lands Today from Mapping Wisconsin History:  Teacher's Guide and 
Student Materials.  Madison:  State Histor ical Society of Wisconsin, 2000. 



 
Figure 10:  Blank  map of Wisconsin from http://geography.about.com/library/blank/blxuswi.htm. 



Wisconsin Indian Lands Mapping Activity 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Social Studies A.4.5 – Use atlases, databases, grid systems, charts, graphs, and maps to 
gather information about the local community, Wisconsin, the United States, and the 
world. 
 
Social Studies B.4.1 – Identify and examine various sources of information that are used 
for constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, 
maps, textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 
 
Social Studies B.4.7 – Identify and describe important events and famous people in 
Wisconsin and United States history. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status 
of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
 
Goal:  Students will see the impact of white settlement on Wisconsin Indian tribes. 
 
Objectives: 1)  Students will map the lands of a Wisconsin Indian tribe in 1825. 

2) On the same map, students will outline the current land holdings of the 
same tribe. 

3) Students will be able to give a written description of the nature of the 
change in land holdings for their chosen tribe. 

4) Students will be able to determine a pattern of change in land holdings 
for all mentioned Wisconsin Indian tribes based upon a comparison of 
the 1825 and current maps. 

5) Students will be able to give a written prediction of the cause of 
changes in land holdings during the stated time period. 

6) Students will write an affective statement regarding their 
understanding of the emotions involved with loss of homeland and 
removal to new territory. 

 
Using the 1825 Treaty Lands Map, the Wisconsin Indian Lands Today Map, and copies 
of the blank outline map of Wisconsin, have each student choose a tribe to focus on:  The 
Menominee, the Ho-Chunk, the Potawatomi, the Ojibwe, or the Santee Sioux.  (The 
Oneida, Stockbridge-Munsee, and the Brotherton Indians are not included in this activity 
because their lands do not appear on this map.)  Using the blank map, students will 
outline the lands possessed by their chosen tribe in 1825 using a dashed line and the lands 
currently held by the tribe in a solid line.  If the tribe no longer has lands in Wisconsin, 
the student will not map their current land holdings since the purpose of this activity is to 
see how the cultural face of Wisconsin changed since 1825.  They can then color in the 
outlined areas, each using a different color.  This map will allow students to see the 
impact of the “settlement era”  on a particular tribe.  They will then answer the following 
questions: 



 
1) What tribe’s territory did you choose to map? 
2) Did the tribe gain or lose land since 1825? 
3) Compare the complete 1825 map with the map of Wisconsin Indian Lands 

Today.  Did any other tribes experience a change in their land base since 
1825?  Can you see a pattern by comparing the maps?  What is the pattern? 

4) What do you think happened between 1825 and the present to cause such a 
change?  (Hint:  The Erie Canal, which transported people and goods to the 
west, opened in 1825 and Wisconsin became a state in 1848, 23 years later.) 

5) Do you think that Wisconsin Indians accepted this change willingly and 
welcomed it?  Why or why not? 



 A Place to Call Home 
 

Wisconsin DPI standards alignment: 
Social Studies B.4.10 -- Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and 
current status of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Social Studies A.8.9 – Describe how buildings and their decoration reflect 
cultural values and ideas, providing examples such as cave paintings, pyramids, 
sacred cities, castles, and cathedrals. 
 
Social Studies E.4.3 – Describe how families are alike and different, comparing 
characteristics such as size, hobbies, celebrations, where families live, and how 
they make a living. 
 
Social Studies E.4.13 – Investigate and explain similarities and differences in 
ways that cultures meet human needs. 
 
English Language Ar ts B.4.1 – Write expressive pieces in response to reading, 
viewing, and life experiences (narratives, reflections, and letters) employing 
descriptive detail and a personal voice. 

 
Goal:  Students will become familiar with the housing styles used by Woodland Indians 
of the western Great Lakes. 
 

Objectives 1) Students will be able to give a general description of the interior and 
exterior of a wigwam. 

2) Students will compose a descriptive journal entry detailing the sensory 
experiences of living in a wigwam or bark lodge. 

3) Students will be able to list the three types of wigwams used by 
Woodland Indians of the western Great Lakes. 

 
Note to teacher:  Remind your students that this activity describes the type of housing 
used by Wisconsin Indians into the mid-1800s.  European and Yankee settlers to 
Wisconsin strongly encouraged and sometimes forced Wisconsin Indians to begin using 
anglo-styles of architecture for their homes.  Contemporary Indians living in Wisconsin 
live in houses, apartments, trailer homes, etc. just like Wisconsinites of other 
backgrounds.  You may want to invite your students to share their experiences of 
traveling to or living on a reservation.  Let them tell their fellow students about the types 
of housing they noticed while there. 
 
 
Prior to the arrival of European explorers in the 1620s-30s and until the mid-1800s, 
Woodland Indians of the western Great Lakes lived in wigwams.  The word comes from 
an Anishinabe word, “wiigawaam,”  and means “ lodge.”   There were different forms of 
wigwams, but all had some things in common.  All wigwams were built with a frame of 
flexible saplings (young trees) that were planted in holes in the ground and then bent at 



the tops and tied together to create the shape of the structure.  The people then used bark, 
reed mats, hides, or furs to cover the frame and create a weather-tight structure.  Many 
wigwams were meant to be portable:  the mats, bark, fur, or hide covering could easily be 
rolled and transported when the family moved to a new area due to a change in seasons.  
The frames would stay in place and be re-used when the family returned to that camp.  
Read the descriptions of the houses and look below to see pictures of the different types 
of wigwams.   
 
The Ojibwe (Chippewa groups in northern Wisconsin) lived in dome-shaped wigwams.  
They made wigwams meant for summer use and wigwams meant for winter use.  
Summer wigwams housed several families, while winter wigwams fit just one.  Their 
summer camps also included buildings for storage and meetings. 
 
The Ho-Chunk, Menominee, Sauk, Fox, and Potawatomi lived in bark lodges.  The 
frames of these lodges had peaked roofs, much like many houses today.  Depending on 
what was available, these tribes covered the frames in birch bark, elm bark, or reed mats.  
Their villages also included council houses (which were used for ceremonies and 
meetings) and an open area for games and ceremonies.  These tribes also changed 
housing when they moved to their winter camp.  During the wintertime, they lived in 
dome-shaped wigwams like those used by the Ojibwe. 
  
Inside the wigwams or lodges there was a central fireplace.  Over the fireplace, there 
would be a smoke hole in the roof, allowing the smoke to escape.  This could be closed in 
the event of rain to keep the interior dry.  Sleeping platforms built of poles and padded 
with boughs, mats, or skins, were arranged along the sides of the lodge or wigwam. 
 
Close your eyes and imagine that you live in a wigwam or a bark lodge.  What sounds 
would you hear?  Think about the sounds of the forest, the sounds of your whole family 
sleeping in the same “room” as you, etc.  What would you smell as you drifted off to 
sleep?  Think of the smell of the tree bark or sticks and grass covering of your house, the 
hides or boughs on which you are sleeping, the smell of the fire blazing in the center of 
your home, etc.  What would your house feel like?  Think about sleeping near the warm 
fire, the feel of sleeping on animal skins or furs, the feel of the packed dirt floor, etc.  
Write a journal entry describing the moments just before falling asleep in a wigwam or a 
bark lodge.  Include the details of what your senses experience.  Write a second journal 
entry about the moments just before falling asleep in your family’s house or apartment.  
How do you think your experiences are similar to or different from those of a Native 
family living in a wigwam or bark lodge?   



Woodland Indian Clothing 
 
 
Goal:  Students will be able to identify the clothing style of Woodland Indians. 
 
Objectives:  1)  Students will be able to name three articles of clothing worn by 

Woodland Indian men and three articles worn by Woodland Indian 
women. 
2) Students will be able to identify which articles of clothing were worn 

in the summer and which were worn in the winter. 
3) Students will be able to identify at least two ways in which clothing 

was ornamented. 
4) Students will be able to identify at least two ways that clothing of 

Wisconsin Indian tribes changed following contact with Europeans. 
 
Prior to contact with the Europeans, most Woodland Indians dressed in the type of 
clothing described below.  Men generally wore a breechclout – a buckskin flap often 
decorated with quillwork that was passed between the legs and tied with a belt at the 
waist.  In colder weather, buckskin leggings and moccasins would be added to keep the 
wearer warm.  Men could also cover themselves with robes made of furs in the cold 
weather.  Woodland men also often wore some type of headdress.  A headdress might be 
a colorful yarn sash or hides worn as a turban.  This could be decorated with feathers.  
Another type of headdress is the “ roach,”  a crest made of animal hair set on top of the 
man’s head.   
 
Women wore sleeveless dresses made of two deerskins sewn together at the shoulders 
and belted.  They also added buckskin leggings from their knees to ankles and moccasins 
in colder weather.  In the summer, they might just wear a buckskin skirt.   
 
After trading with Europeans made woven broadcloth available, Native women began to 
make some items of clothing out of cloth rather than buckskin.  Men began to wear a 
square cloth panel or apron on their front and back in place of the breechclout.  This 
“apron”  was often decorated with beads and ribbon work.  After 1860, Great Lakes 
Indian men also often carried a “bandolier bag.”   These cloth bags were painstakingly 
beaded and were worn over the shoulder at ceremonies and for formal occasions.  They 
held tobacco, paint, medicines, and other personal items.   
 
Women began to wrap their bodies in a sheet of broadcloth that met at the front.  They 
decorated the borders of this cloth with silk appliqué or beadwork.  A second piece of 
appliquéd or beaded broadcloth was worn as a cape and broadcloth leggings with 
appliquéd or beaded borders kept the legs warm.  Moccasins of buckskin were also made 
fancy with beads or ribbon work.  Women generally wore their hair in a single braid, 
sometimes intertwined with ribbon and set with a German silver comb. 
 
Eventually, Wisconsin Indian men and women adopted other types of European-style 
clothes.  Women began to wear cotton print dresses and men broadcloth shirts and 



trousers.  However, Native peoples also added traditional Native decorations to these 
clothes.  Women wore beaded necklaces around their necks and often appliquéd their 
dresses with ribbon or beadwork.  Men continued to adorn themselves with furs and wore 
beaded garters to hold their boot-like moccasins in place. 
 
The clothing worn by many Native people today is no different from that which other 
Americans wear.  Some Native people choose to wear jewelry or other adornments that is 
a reminder of their cultural heritage.   
 
For those teachers using this curriculum in conjunction with the Wisconsin Indians 
traveling trunk, point out to your students an example of modern Native dress in The 
Sacred Harvest:  Ojibway Wild Rice Gathering by Gordon Regguinti and Dale Kakkak. 



“ Indian Sugar Camp”  Picture Analysis 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Social Studies B.4.1 – Identify and examine various sources of information that are used 
for constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, 
maps, textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status 
of American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Social Studies B.8.1 – Interpret the past using a variety of sources, such as biographies, 
diaries, journals, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary source materials, and 
evaluate the credibility of the sources used. 
 
Social Studies E.4.15 – Describe instances of cooperation and interdependence among 
individuals, groups, and nations, such as helping others in famines and disasters. 
 
English Language Ar ts F.4.1 – Propose research by formulating initial questions, 
narrowing the focus of a topic, identifying prior knowledge, and developing a basic plan 
for gathering information. 
 
Goal:  Students will discover the importance of maple syrup-making to Woodland Indian 
culture. 
 

Objectives: 1)  Students will employ observational skills (moving from developing an  
overall impression to noticing fine details) to examine a historic      
photograph.   

2) Students will write short answers to three questions requiring them to 
use synthesis and analytical skills.  

3) Students will check their thinking by reading the provided background 
information. 

  
 
Look at the picture entitled “ Indian Sugar Camp.”   Study the image for a couple of 
minutes before answering the following questions. 



 
“ Indian Sugar Camp”  illustration from Henry Rowe Schoolcraft’s Information Respecting the History, 
Conditions and Prospect of the Indian Tribes of the United States, 1847-1857.  Image courtesy of 
Wisconsin Historical Society



 
 

1) List the objects, people, and activities you see in the picture. 
Objects People Activities 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

 
2) There are many different activities occurring in this picture.  Do you think that 

any of the activities are related to each other (are the people actually working 
together on a larger project, or are they each working on their own to accomplish 
a task)?  Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 

3) What do you think is going on in this picture?  Cite evidence from the picture to 
support your idea. 

 
 
 
 
 

4) What questions does this picture raise in your mind?  Where could you find 
answers to them? 

 
 
 
 

5) Do you think that this is a picture of Wisconsin Indians in the past or a drawing of 
Wisconsin Indians living today?  Cite evidence from the picture to support your 
conclusion. 



Sugar ing Off 
 
Until at least the mid-1800s, when white settlers in Wisconsin worked to change the 
culture of Wisconsin Indian tribes by forcing them to adopt white ways, Wisconsin 
Indians regularly made maple syrup in the spring.  As winter turned to spring, many 
Wisconsin Indians left their villages and set up smaller camps in the forest near a stand of 
sugar maple trees (called a sugarbush.)  They were preparing for sugaring off – the 
process by which the trees were tapped and sap was gathered and boiled down into sugar.  
In addition to their housing, the Indians set up two wigwams in the sugarbush – a large 
one for boiling sap and granulating the sugar and a smaller one to store the birch bark 
equipment. 
 
Each person had a job to do in the sugaring off process.  Men tapped the trees by cutting 
a horizontal gash in the bark about 3 to 4ft. up and inserting a spile (tap) at an angle into 
the wood of the trunk.  Sap dripped into containers called makuks, made of birch bark.  It 
was the job of young boys to guard the containers and keep pests such as squirrels and 
rabbits away from the sweet substance.  When the container was full, women boiled the 
sweet sap into maple syrup by placing heated stones in the sap.   
 
The boiled syrup was strained through basswood fiber matting or cloth and then placed 
into a granulating cloth where it was worked with a paddle and with the hands until it 
became granulated sugar.  The syrup was then hardened in bark molds or eggshells or 
patted into little cakes.  It was stored in rawhide or bark pouches for later use as a 
sweetener.  Maple sugar seasoned foods for feasts and ceremonies and added a slightly 
sweet taste to a refreshing drink of water.  In addition, Indians gave a small portion of the 
first sugar of the year as an offering in gratitude to the manido (the Great Spirit.) This 
offering was said to ensure good health, long life, and safety. 
 
Some Woodland Indian people still tap maple trees using these traditional methods.  Read 
the book Ininatig's Gift of Sugar: Traditional Native Sugarmaking by Laura Wateman 
Wittstock (photos by Dale Kakkak) to learn more about how Native people today still 
practice the maple-sugar making methods of their ancestors. 
 
Taste a piece of maple sugar candy and make a list of five adjectives that describe the 
candy.  Have you ever tried to make your own sugar?  Do you think it would be easy or 
hard?  Near the end of March, you may be able to visit a nature center where they tap the 
sugar maple trees.  You will be able to watch the process now used to make maple sugar.  
It is still similar to the way that the Indians did it hundreds of years ago.   
 
Also, use the enclosed pattern to make your own maple syrup makuk out of white 
construction paper or cardstock.  Add lines of black to make the white paper look like 
birch bark.   



Make Your Own Birchbark Makuk 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Math D.8.4 – Determine measurements indirectly using estimation.   
 
Ar t and Design D.4.3 – Know that the environment influences the look and use of art, 
architecture, and design. 
 
Ar t and Design H.4.4 – Create three-dimensional forms with paper, clay, and other 
materials. 
 
Goal:  Students will gain insight into the material culture used by Wisconsin Indians in 
making maple sugar. 
 
Objectives:   1) Students will read the instructions for making their own 

birchbark makuk. 
2) Students will practice fine motor skills using scissors and a hole 

punch and “sewing”  with raffia. 
3) Students will be able to describe the function of a makuk. 

 
This activity is adapted from one found on the St. Joseph County, MN Parks Website. 
 
Teachers:  Trace the outline of the makuk pattern onto an 8 ½” by 11”  piece of white 
construction paper.  Photocopy as many templates as your class will need.   Also prepare 
ahead by cutting enough ¾” by 13”  strips of brown construction paper for your students 
to use in trimming their makuk. 
 
Supplies: 
 Makuk pattern on white construction paper 
 ¾” by 13”  strip of brown construction paper. 
 Scissors 
 Raffia (tan or brown) 
 Hole punch 
 
Instructions: 

1) Cut out the makuk pattern. 
2) Add black lines to the front and back of the white paper to make it have the 

appearance of birch bark.   
3) Fold the square center tabs up to for part of the walls of the makuk 
4) Fold the other tabs up and overlapping the square tabs to make the side wall of the 

basket.  Staple the three tabs together where they overlap on each side. 
5) Use the hole punch to punch holes at the top of the side wall (where two tabs 

overlap) and just above the bottom (where the three tabs overlap).  Lace the raffia 
through the holes and tie the ends on the inside of the basket to secure it. 

6) Punch holes around the rim of the container about 1”  below the top, and at 
intervals of approximately ¾”. 



7) Fold the long narrow strip in half lengthwise and hold it against the outside of the 
rim, with the folded edge at the top. 

8) Lace the raffia through the holes to attach the strip to the rim.  When you have 
worked your way around the rim, overlap the ends of the strip and tie off the 
raffia. 



Three Sisters Planting Activity 
 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Science F.4.4 – Using the science themes, develop explanations for the connections 
among living and non-living things in various environments. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status 
of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Goal:  Students will understand the “ three sisters”  method of planting as a method of 
fostering a symbiotic relationship beneficial to the corn, bean, and squash plants. 
 
Objectives: 1) Students will be able to name the three plants involved in the 

“ three sisters”  method of planting. 
2) Students will be able to name the benefits of this practice to each plant 

involved. 
3) Students will plant their own “ three sisters”  garden. 

 
Native Americans were very skillful farmers.  By the time Europeans had arrived on the 
North American continent, various Native tribes had domesticated and hybridized over 
150 plants, including over 150 varieties and colors of six species of corn, five main 
species of beans, squash, gourds, pumpkins, tomatoes, peppers, peanuts, strawberries, 
blueberries, Jerusalem artichokes, potatoes (both white and sweet), chocolate, vanilla, 
sunflowers, and many others. 
 
Corn, beans, and squash were staple crops for Indian tribes throughout Wisconsin.  
Wisconsin Indians boiled, roasted, steamed, and dried corn to be ground later and put into 
stews.  Because corn could be dried, it provided a good source of food through the 
winter.  Some Wisconsin tribes, particularly the Oneida and Ojibwe, grew their corn 
using the “Three Sisters”  method.   
  
Native peoples were very respectful of the earth when they planted their crops.  They 
made sure not to overtax the soils in which they planted and were careful to fertilize the 
ground to keep it healthy.  They also had an understanding of how different plants 
worked together and planted seeds together when it was mutually beneficial to do so.  
Many Native farmers still practice these responsible methods of working the land.   
  
One example of this is the “ three sisters”  method of planting corn, squash, and beans.  
According to Linda Tilgner, author of Let’s Grow:  72 Gardening Adventures with 
Children, “The companionship of interplanting helps these vegetable friends.  Corn 
provides support for the pole beans and a windbreak and shade for the squash.  Beans 
produce nitrogen for the corn.  Squash keeps the corn roots cool and discourages 
marauding raccoons, who don’ t like to walk on their prickly leaves.” (p. 66)  The Oneida 
creation story tells of how the Oneida people received the gifts of corn, squash, and 
beans, the “ three sisters”  from Skywoman, the great grandmother of the tribe.  
 



Supplies: 
 Trowel 
 Potting soil 
 Cups 
 Masking tape 
 Permanent marker 
 Bean, corn, and squash seeds 
 Watering can 
 

1) Give each student a plastic cup and one seed each of corn, bean, and squash. 
2) Students will fill their cups ¾ full with soil.  Using their fingers, they will create 

three holes, one for each seed.  Cover the seeds with another inch or so of soil. 
3) Students will need to start their seeds’  growth by giving them a drink.  Corn is an 

especially thirsty plant.  Continue to water regularly. 
4) The seeds should sprout in 7 to 10 days.  You may need to replant your “ three 

sisters”  as they will outgrow their little house quickly.  Also, help the beans to 
find the corn stalks so that they can climb up them for stability. 

5) Put a piece of masking tape on your cup and write your name on the tape in 
permanent marker.  This will help you to easily identify your “ three sisters”  
garden. 

 



The Fur  Trade 
Background Information for  Teachers 

 
 

 The first white men to come to Wisconsin were European explorers and priests.  

The priests came hoping to convert American Indians to Catholicism, (in their minds) 

saving the souls of people they considered to be “Godless savages.”   Explorers came 

hoping to find valuable natural resources or a trade route to the East where riches in the 

form of spices and cloth could be found.  One such explorer was Jean Nicolet from the 

French fur trading company called the Company of One Hundred Associates.  Nicolet 

was searching for thickly forested land where animals could be trapped for their furs, and 

perhaps hoping to find a trade route to the East (Asia).  Europeans considered furs 

valuable at that time because of fashion trends that made items like beaver felt top hats 

popular. 

 The French traders were not interested in American Indian lands for establishing 

farms and homesteads, as later settlers would be.  The French viewed Wisconsin Indians 

as trade partners rather than road blocks to them settling the area.  As a result of this 

desire for cooperation, the French made an effort to learn the Indians’  languages and 

cultures.  Some of the Frenchmen intermarried with Wisconsin Indian women, creating a 

group of people called the Métis.  The French fur traders, also known as Voyageurs, 

eventually adopted some Native foods, medicines, dress, and methods of transportation, 

among other customs.   

When Nicolet arrived at Green Bay in 1634, he encountered the Ho-Chunk, the 

Menominee, and the Potowatomi.  Within a short period of time, the Menominee, the Ho-

Chunk, and the Sauk and Fox were trading furs to the French in exchange for items such 



as silver jewelry (called trade silver), copper kettles, iron tools or pots, guns, and glass 

beads.  These trade goods changed Native culture dramatically.  Metal hoes, axes, and 

tools for clearing the land improved the farming of agricultural tribes like the Ho-Chunk 

and Menominee.  Native women began using copper and iron kettles, knives, and 

utensils.  And tribes that relied mainly on forest animals for their food source now had 

the advantage of flintlock rifles, lead ammunition, and metal traps to make them more 

successful hunters.1 

However, despite the advantages of the fur trade for Wisconsin Indians, there 

were several disadvantages as well.  The Indians had to supply a very large number of 

pelts to equal the value of finished trade goods.  Several pelts might be necessary to equal 

the value of one trade item.  According to author Patty Loew, “ Indian hunters provided 

an ever-increasing supply of pelts in exchange for lesser quantities of the manufactured 

items they desired.  In this system, it was easy for Indians to fall behind, meaning that 

they would buy items on credit from the French to be paid for when they were able to 

bring more processed furs.  It was a system that fostered dependency.  Tribes that 

willingly embraced it ultimately discovered that it depleted their natural resources and 

impoverished their people.”   (Loew, Indian Nations of Wisconsin, p. 15.) 

Excessive hunting of otter, beaver, mink, marten, muskrat, raccoon, wolverine, 

lynx, and rabbit for their fur led to the depletion of these animals in some areas.  When 

that happened, hunting parties from one tribe would sometimes move into the hunting 

grounds of their neighboring tribes causing conflict.  Tribes also split into smaller hunting 

                                                 
1 Hunting as commonly defined is not known in Native culture.  In the Native philosophy, the creator 
brings the animal to an individual as a gift and the animal willingly sacrifices its life so that the person may 
eat and be clothed.  There is thus a connectedness between the individual and the animal as well as a 
spiritual aspect to the action of taking the animal’s life.  However, for lack of a better word, I will use the 
word “hunt”  to describe this process. 



parties and spread out, thus altering the sense of community present when they occupied 

a large village together.  Fur trading also affected Native customs by causing male 

hunters to be absent from their families for long periods of time.  The roles of women 

changed as they had to adopt tasks once performed by men.  In the absence of their 

husbands, women had to learn to construct and repair lodges, gather firewood, butcher 

game, and sometimes hunt and fish.   

Because a lot of decisions now revolved around hunting, women were not asked 

for their advice as much as they had been in the past.  Rather than sharing power between 

men and women, tribes came to be more male dominated.   

Another unfortunate result of the fur trade was the introduction of alcohol to the 

Indians by the French fur traders.  Because they had no tolerance for alcoholic beverages, 

some Wisconsin Indians quickly became addicted to them.  As the fur trade depleted the 

natural world around them, and as Indian communities suffered great losses due to 

European diseases, many Indians became impoverished.  Some Indians turned to alcohol 

thinking it would help them to forget their problems.  The alcohol, however, often made 

the problems worse. 

In the 1740s, British traders arrived to challenge the French.  The rivalry between 

the French and the British erupted into warfare in the French and Indian War (1753-

1759).  The British defeated the French in 1759 when General James Wolfe crushed the 

main body of French troops outside of Quebec.  From this point on, the British officially 

controlled the fur trade. 

In general, Wisconsin Indians resented this change.  The French had understood 

the Native practice of gift-giving and its importance in establishing good relations.  The 



British did not understand that gift-giving was an important part of Native culture.  In 

order to gain cooperation from the Indians, the British used fear tactics and threats.  The 

tyranny of the British resulted in Pontiac’s Rebellion in 1763.  The son of an Ottawa 

chief and an Ojibwe woman, Pontiac organized Indian groups of the Western Great Lakes 

(with the exception of the Menominee and Ho-Chunk) in a rebellion against the British.  

Indian warriors were able to capture many British forts, but not hold on to them.  Still, as 

a result of Pontiac’s Rebellion, the British passed the Proclamation of 1763 which 

forbade colonists from settling west of the Appalachians.  This decree was, however, 

largely ignored by the colonists.  Other results of the Rebellion included reintroducing the 

French practice of gift-giving, relaxing the restrictions on selling guns and ammunition to 

the tribes, and employing some French traders to work with the tribes. 

Following the American Revolution, the new American government took control 

of the fur trade.  The fur trade suffered as the government tried to centralize control with 

government-run posts.  As with the British then they took over from the French, the 

Americans had little understanding of how to cultivate relationships with Wisconsin 

Indians.  The Americans charged the Indians high prices for their hunting supplies, eating 

up any profits the Indians might have made and impoverishing them more.  The 

American posts also freely traded alcohol for furs enabling Native traders to abuse 

alcohol.  By the 1830s, the population of some fur bearing animals was dwindling.  

Beaver were nearly extinct.  Also, the once fashionable beaver hat went out of style and 

the demand for beaver pelts declined sharply. 

As the fur trade began to fail, the industry of lead mining became popular in parts 

of Wisconsin.  When lead prices dropped, the miners turned to farming and discovered 



rich soil.  It was with this discovery that white people began coming to Wisconsin as 

settlers.  When the settlers arrived in Wisconsin, they wanted land – land that Native 

Americans:  the Ojibwe (Chippewa), the Santee Dakota (Sioux), the Ho-Chunk, the 

Menominee, and the Sauk and Mesquakie had called home for generations.  Thus a new 

era in the history of Wisconsin began. 



Lessons from the Fur  Trading Post Record Book 

Wisconsin DPI  Standards Alignment: 
Social Studies B.4.1 – Identify and examine various sources of information that are used 
for constructing an understanding of the past, such as artifacts, documents, letters, diaries, 
maps, textbooks, photos, paintings, architecture, oral presentations, graphs, and charts. 
 
Social Studies B.4.10 – Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status 
of American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin. 
 
Social Studies B.8.1 – Interpret the past using a variety of sources, such as biographies, 
diaries, journals, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary source materials, and 
evaluate the credibility of the sources used. 
 
Social Studies E.4.15 – Describe instances of cooperation and interdependence among 
individuals, groups, and nations, such as helping others in famines and disasters. 
 
Social Studies A.4.5 – Use atlases, databases, grid systems, charts, graphs, and maps to 
gather information about the local community, Wisconsin, the United States, and the 
world. 
 
Math A.4.3 – Connect mathematical learning with other subjects, personal experiences, 
current events and personal interests. 

·  See relationships between various kinds of problems and actual events 
·  Use mathematics as a way to understand other areas of the curriculum 

(e.g., measurement in science, map skills in social studies) 
 

Math B.4.5 – In problem-solving situations involving whole numbers, select and 
efficiently use appropriate computational procedures such as 

·  Recalling the basic facts of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and 
division 

·  Using mental math (e.g., 37+25, 40x7) 
·  Estimation 
·  Selecting and applying algorithms for addition, subtraction, multiplication, 

and division 
·  Using a calculator 

 
Math B.4.7 – In problem-solving situations involving money, add and subtract decimals. 
 
Goal:  Students will gain an understanding of the types of goods and services traded in 
the fur trade.  They will come to see the fur trade as an instance of cooperation between 
two cultural groups in Wisconsin. 
 
 
 
 



Objectives: 
1) Students will read and study an entry in the Grignon fur trading post ledger. 
2) Students will complete math problems that relate to the trade and sale of 

goods at the fur trading post. 
3) Students will experience a system of barter and trade and compare it in a 

think-aloud discussion to the capitalist system with which they are familiar. 
 
 
In 2004, three sisters donated a rare and fragile book to the Outagamie Museum.  The 
book is a record book kept between 1836 and 1842 of purchases and trades made at the 
Grignon family trading post in Kaukauna, WI.  This book gives us much information 
about the fur trade, specifically: 
 

·  What the trading post sold or traded to fur traders and Wisconsin Indians 
·  What those items cost 
·  How much money the fur trading post made 
·  How much money the Grignon family who owned the post paid for labor 
·  Who bought goods at the fur trading post 
·  How often people made purchases at the trading post 
·  How much meals and lodging at the post cost during that time 
·  And much more. . . . 

Read and study the following entry from the Grignon fur trading post record book: 
 
Grand Cakalin [Kaukauna] 14th March, 1838 
 
Augustin Grignon for the Butte Outfit 
 
To 3 Fur Hats    26/-  9.75 
“  1 “      “      12/-  1.50 
“  4 Bushels Peas   16/-  8.00 
“  60 # Shot    9¢  5.40 
“  6 ½ Galls Spanish Brandy   7/-  5.69  
“  1 ½ “  Whisky   8/-  .50 
“  1 ¾ Yds. Fine Broad Cloth  $6  10.50 
“  1 ¾ Yds. Fine Broad Cloth  $3.50  6.12 
“  2 Fur Hats (White)   12/-  3.00 
“  2 Kegs Powder   50#  13.00 
“  1 Qt. Brandy    22¢  .22  
“  1/3 Yd. Blue Cloth   14/-  .59 
“  1 Pair Navy Shoes   14/-  1.75 
 
 

1) Add up the cost of all the items (3rd column) to determine the total for Augustin 
Grignon’s order. 

2) The first column of numbers has some confusing numbers in it.  This column lists 
a unit price for the item sold or traded.  For example, Augustin Grignon purchased 



1 ¾ yards of cloth at $3.50 per yard.  His cost for that cloth was $6.12 (1.74 x 
3.50 = 6.12).  In some cases, it is much harder to figure out what the unit price 
was.  Several items show a number followed by a slash and then a dash (like 26/- 
for the first item on the list).  Whenever you see the slash and dash, multiply the 
number in front of it by 12.5 cents (or .125).  This will give you the unit price for 
the item.  Why 12.5¢?  We are not sure.  12.5¢ is equal to 1/8th of a dollar.  It was 
likely that at the time, the settlers were using coins of that denomination.  Much 
like a quarter equals 25¢ or a dime equals 10¢, this coin would have had a value 
of 12.5¢.   Let’s do some more math to see how this works out. 

a) What is the unit price of one pair of navy shoes?  (Hint:  14 x 12.5) 
 
 

b) What is the unit price for one gall of Spanish brandy? 
 
 

c) How many galls of Spanish brandy did Augustin Grignon purchase? 
 
 

d) Check the math:  Does 6 ½ times the unit price equal the price Grignon 
paid for the brandy ($5.69)? 

 
3) Notice that at the top of the entry there is a notation that says “Augustin Grignon 

for the Butte Outfit.”   The Grignons owned trading posts both at Kaukauna 
(known at the time as Grand Cakalin) and on the shores of Lake Butte des Morts.  
Often, Augustin would borrow inventory from one trading post to stock the other.  
The record keeper made a note of the value of the goods transferred.  Look at the 
list of items Augustin is taking for the Butte des Morts trading post.  For the most 
part, these are items that will be traded to the Wisconsin Indians in exchange for 
furs.  From other entries, we know that: 

 
One muskrat pelt was worth 12.5 cents 
One fox pelt was worth $1.00 

  
Wisconsin Indians traded beaver pelts for “point blankets”  among other goods.  A 
point blanket is a warm wool blanket marked with stripes that supposedly 
signified the number of beaver skins needed to purchase it.  In other words, a 
green blanket with four black lines woven into it was called a four point blanket 
and was worth four beaver pelts. 
 
According to another entry in the record book, on August 7th, 1839, someone 
(probably Augustin Grignon) purchased several point blankets for the Butte des 
Morts trading post.  The entry reads: 
 
 50 pr. 3 pt. Blankets  @7.50  $375.00 
 32 “  2 ½ “     “       5.50  $176.00 
 12 “  2”  “       3.75  $45.00    



 12”  1 ½ “  “       3.00  $36.00  and . . . 
 12pr.    1 pt. Blankets      2.50  $30.00 
 
Can you use one of these listings to figure out the value of a beaver skin?  Write 
down your equation and show your work.  Check your answer using another 
listing. 
 

4) Food for thought:  Although it is believed that the number of stripes on a point 
blanket signaled the number of beaver skins the blanket was worth, this theory is 
debated by some historians.  What do you think?  Can you explain why there 
would be a 1 ½ point and a 2 ½ point blanket?  How would someone “pay”  for a 
blanket using a ½ beaver pelt?  What is the worth of ½ a beaver pelt?  Could other 
skins have been substituted to equal the value of ½ a beaver pelt?  What 
combination of other skins (see above) would equal the value of ½ a beaver pelt? 

 
 
After students complete the math activity, give each student a handful of “ tokens”  (these 
can be Hershey’s kisses, individually wrapped Life Savers, etc.).  They will use these 
tokens to experience a barter/trade system.  You can have the students trade their tokens 
with you for a hall pass, permission to go to the bathroom or get a drink of water, 
permission to sit by a friend, etc.  Determine what items you are willing to trade with the 
students and what their worth will be in tokens.  Set an end time for your experiment and 
afterwards hold a think-aloud discussion to compare this system of trade to our capitalist 
system with which they are familiar.   
 


