
Métis family stories fill in missing pieces 
‘Le portage métis’ highlighted in special exhibit 

New Métis “Echoes” epilogue 
Descendant stories featured in video series 

Recent museum visits by descendants of 
early 19th century Métis residents of 

Portage spurred further inquiry into ‘the rest of the story.’ The 
historical individuals highlighted in our original 7-part Métis 
Portage video series aren’t just names in a history book to these 
visitors. They’re Grandma and Grandpa. 

A brand new 13-part video epilogue series, Echoes of Métis 
Portage: Descendant Stories, is the culmination of thought-
provoking interviews of descendants of this early Portage com-
munity whose stories have been obscured for two centuries.  

Meet fascinating families from the past, explore their lives, 
grasp the challenges they faced, and trace how they navigated 
the turbulence of the 19th century into our present day.  

www.agencyhouse.org/metis-stories 
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Portage’s majority ethnicity in the 1830s 
was described as non-white and also 
non-Native. Being in-between left 
unique footprints within the pages of 
history.  

The word Métis  means “mixed,” and it 
wasn’t just their genetics that were 
mixed. Whereas some of the families 
considered themselves culturally to be 
fully Indigenous or fully European, 
many situated themselves somewhere 
in between. The Métis population here 
at the Fox-Wisconsin portage thus 
represented a vibrant cultural spectrum. 

A substantial number of the people 

 

engaged to work for the Fort 
Winnebago Indian Agency in the early 
19th century were drawn from Métis 
circles. As the Métis community here 
peaked in the 1830s, so did tensions as 
Colonist and Indigenous societies 
collided.  

Métis were often drawn into the gap to 
mediate as translators. The result was a 
balancing act. With kinship on both 
sides, it was impossible to be neutral 
parties in these roles. They faced 
competing pressures and expectations 
from both parent cultures plus their 
own distinctive  Métis  society.     

Please see MÉTIS, Page 4 

Upcoming Events 

July 21—Dr. Heather Walder @ 6:30 
 

July 25-26—Enduring Skills Weekend   
@ 10-4 Sat, 12-3 Sun           
agencyhouse.org/enduring-skills 

 

Aug 11—Dr. Patrick Jung @ 6:30 
 

Sep 8—Dr. John W. Hall @ 6:30 
 

Sep 19—The Galena Living History 
Society @ 10-4 

Meet our intern 

We are pleased to in-
troduce our 2026 sea-
son intern, Ali Maldo-
nado. Ali is pursuing a 
degree in history and 
English literature at 
UW-Madison. 

Our internship pro-
gram allows students 
to garner real-life ex-
perience in the field of 
museum operation, 
preservation, and edu-
cation.  

MÉTIS 
Continued from page 1 

The status quo for Portage’s Métis 
community exploded when their Ho-
Chunk relatives were expelled across 
the Mississippi in 1840. This brought 
these families to a crossroads: Should 
we follow or stay? Some made a life-
long choice in 1840. Others would 
weave their way between both socie-
ties as they found their place.  

The stigma of being Métis was very 
real to these families. Many chose to 
seal away their heritage as the price 
of getting by in society, leaving only 
intriguing glimpses for future genera-
tions. Many are just now rediscover-
ing their Métis heritage. 

The Manaige family features in Juli-
ette Kinzie’s memoir, Wau-Bun. Some 
of their descendants sought to hide 
their ethnicity. Cody, a fourth great-
grandson of Josette Manaige, reflects 
on his own grandmother’s words: 
“There’s certain things that just won’t 
be spoken about.” 

Noreen’s father jigged. Her grandfa-
ther taught her Indigenous games. 
“You knew, too, Grandpa, but you 
didn’t say anything!” 

Lenore’s father learned French from 
his grandparents but spoke to his 
family in Ho-Chunk and English. “My 
dad said that they spoke French 
quite a bit so that the young people 
would not understand...secret stories 
I guess.” 

Mary Ellen reflects on how all these 
family stories intertwine like the col-
orful threads of a Métis sash to pro-

duce a bigger picture. 

A special exhibit, which dovetails 
with the Métis Portage and Echoes of 
Metis Portage: Descendant Stories vid-
eo series, has been installed in the 
museum’s visitor center. It was fund-
ed in part by grants from the Kohler 
Foundation; and Wisconsin Humani-
ties, with funds from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities and 
the State of Wisconsin.  

www.agencyhouse.org/metisportage 

Any views, findings, conclusions, or recommendations 
expressed in the project do not necessarily represent 
those of the National Endowment for the Humanities. 
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The Agency House is 
enjoying a fresh coat 
of paint. In June, 
painters coated the 
siding and refreshed 
the window glazing. 

http://www.agencyhouse.org/metis-stories
http://www.agencyhouse.org/metisportage
http://www.agencyhouse.org


Honoring our dedicated volunteers 
Luncheon and special presentation held 

On June 13, the Agency House held a volunteer appreciation luncheon to honor 
our amazing team of volunteers. Tracey Lee Roberts, Senior Lecturer Emerita 
from the history department at UW-Platteville, also gave a special presentation 
on how historic maps can be used to understand various facets of the past. 

Our 60+ volunteers serve in various capacities from buildings maintenance to 
collections care; tour guiding to event assistance; gardening to hospitality; 
graphic arts to prairie restoration; reenacting to drone videography; and so 
much more. ...and they have fun doing it! Volunteers, you are deeply valued.  
We can’t say thank you enough!  www.agencyhouse.org/volunteer  

Making a difference together 
Thank you for partnering with us! 

Season dedication 
In memory of: 
 Barbara B. (Bobbie) Collings 
 Marilyn Grady 
 David Hestad 
 Mr. Francis J. Hogan 
 Nancy Kamlukin 
 Fred Langbecker 
 Jordan Mueller 
 Carole Nye 
 Ted Rebholz 
 Wyocena State Graded School Trips 

In honor of: 
 Parker and Peylen Kowalke 
 Nancy Langbecker 
 Barbara Joan Meyer 
 Margaret Meyer 
 The Novey Family 
 The Portage Métis and métis 
 George and Lydia Vierheilig 
 Dr. Anne Vravick 
 John Wackman 
 Mary Zimpelman 
 

Grantors/sponsors/partners 
 

 Chipstone Foundation 
 Cissy VD Bryson Fund at the Greater 

Milwaukee Foundation 
 Community Foundation of South Central 

Wisconsin 
 Enbridge “Fueling Futures” 
 General Engineering Company 
 Healthy Community Partnership Grant 

from the SSM Health St. Claire Fndn. 
 HCN Museum & Cultural Center 
 Kohler Foundation 
 Pflanz Mendrala Funeral Homes 
 Portage Area Community Fund of Madi-

son Community Fund 
 Portage Historical Society 
 Portage Tourism / City of Portage 
 Terrytown Plumbing 
 US Fish & Wildlife Service “Partners”  

Program 
 Wisconsin Humanities 

Dugout canoe journey began here 
2026 Ho-Chunk Nation paddle traced Wisconsin River 

Since 2022, the Ho-Chunk NaƟon has completed an annual dugout 
canoe journey along various waterways that traverse their ancestral 
tribal lands and other areas of historical significance. This year, the 
hand-made canoe commenced the first leg of its voyage right here at 
the ancient portaging spot between the Fox and Wisconsin rivers. The 
canoe was put in on the canal near the Agency House, making its way 
toward the Wisconsin River. Over the course of the week, porƟons of 
the Wisconsin, Kickapoo, and Yellow rivers were navigated. The trip 
concluded along the Mississippi River near Prairie du Chien. 

Agency House director Adam Novey was invited to climb aboard and 
paddle on June 1 –  the first day of the journey. It was a valuable op-
portunity to connect in a very real way with the history represented by 
our historic site, as the rivers played such a vital role in the story that 
unfolded here. 

Made from a single log, Ho-Chunk dugout canoes were used for centu-
ries for travel, trade, hunƟng, and harvesƟng.  The oldest dugouts 
were craŌed using fire. With the introducƟon of metal tools through 
the fur trade, canoes began to be produced by implements such as 
axes and adzes.  

At least 16 ancient Ho-Chunk dugout canoes have been discovered at 
the boƩom of Lake Mendota in recent years. Two of these fire-
wrought vessels are in the process of being preserved by the Wiscon-
sin Historical Society.  

From 2021 to 2023, the Agency House set out to experimentally create 
a fire-wrought dugout canoe from an ash tree. Through trial and error, 
many lessons were learned. Although the weather has taken its toll 
over the years on the parƟally-completed canoe, it may sƟll be viewed 
at the trailhead just off the parking lot. A diary with photo documenta-
Ɵon of this experiment may be found at www.agencyhouse.org/
dugout-canoe. Our visitor center also displays a dugout canoe which 
was carved by Ho-Chunk people on Neenah Creek north of Portage in 
the 1880s.  It may be viewed online in 3D via the Wisconsin Dugout 
Canoe Survey Project website, as well. 

Enduring Skills Weekend is set 
to serve up more than 20 
hands-on historical skills and 
heritage arts experiences on 
July 25-26 for ages 5 to adult. 

Brand new planned offerings 
this year include: ancient cyl-
inder seals; Scandinavian 
loom beading; scherenschnit-
te; mortar & pestle food pro-
cessing; spoon dolls; hobby 
horses;  Norwegian spoon chip 
carving; sketching with ‘Juli-
ette Kinzie’; bag decorating; 
and birch bark etching. ...plus 
lots of returning favorites!  

Bring the family! 

http://www.agencyhouse.org/volunteer
http://www.agencyhouse.org/

