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HISTORIC PRESERVATION EDITION 
 

IRST PUBLISHED in 1856, Wau-Bun endures as a 
fascinating and indispensable firsthand account of the 

early day in the Northwest. It has been published multiple 
times in various editions over the past 165 years, its timeless 
story resonating with readers generation after generation. It 
is this narrative which spurred the grassroots effort to save 
the old Fort Winnebago Indian agency house, the existence 
of which had become threatened during the early decades 
of the twentieth century. 

In 1930, historian Louise Phelps Kellogg and the George 
Banta Publishing Company contributed their services to 
produce a special edition of Wau-Bun, the sale of which 
would raise funds for the purchase of the Kinzies’ 1832 
home. On January 7, 1931, the vision was realized when the 
National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the 
State of Wisconsin (NSCDA-WI) purchased the house and 
its surrounding acreage. Following a restoration completed 
in 1932, its story as a museum began.  

The value of historic preservation is its ability to 
perpetuate the tangible presence of the past. The Historic 
Indian Agency House uniquely and powerfully provides 
the physical setting for the historical drama of Wau-Bun, 
which keeps the vital stories of 1830s Wisconsin alive for our 
benefit today. It is in recognition of this primary source 
document’s significance to historic preservation that the 
NSCDA-WI presents a new edition of this classic narrative. 

When the NSCDA-WI issued its first edition of Wau-Bun 
in 1948, the core contextual material was derived from the 
1930 volume produced by the Old Indian Agency House 
Association. The 2021 Historic Preservation Edition is a 
derivative of the 1948 version. Kellogg’s footnotes have been 
retained and her introduction moderately abridged. Mrs. 
Kinzie’s 1856 appendix on the Black Hawk War is 
reincorporated into the work, as well as a chronicle of the 
lives of John and Juliette Kinzie which was contributed by 
Eleanor Kinzie Gordon in 1901. Additional special features 
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include a précis on what happened to the Ho-Chunk 
(Winnebago) Nation beyond the pages of Wau-Bun; an 
addendum recounting the rescue of the Historic Indian 
Agency House and its evolvement to the present day; and a 
brief summary of the publication history of Wau-Bun. 
Illustrations include a series of sketches produced by Juliette 
Kinzie in the 1830s, as well as several early 20th century 
photographs documenting the restoration of the Kinzies’ 
historic home. 

The Historic Indian Agency House at Fort Winnebago, 
now entering its 90th consecutive season, is one of 
Wisconsin’s most time-tested museums. Visitors from 
across the nation and around the world continue to 
converge at this nationally significant historic site to 
palpably experience the important lessons of history 
encapsulated in the home which so many have labored to 
preserve. Wau-Bun remains the driving force behind it all.  

 
ADAM G. NOVEY 
Executive Director and Curator 
Historic Indian Agency House 
Portage, January 7, 2021 
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than five or six feet in length, as a greater size would be 
inconvenient in adjusting and preparing the lodges. 

It is a species of labor usually assigned to the elder 
women of the family. When they become broken down and 
worn out with exposure and hardship, so that they cannot 
cut down trees, hoe corn, or carry heavy burdens, they are 
set to weaving mats, taking care of the children, and 
disciplining the dogs, with which every Indian lodge 
abounds. 

Lac de Bœf, or Buffalo Lake, into which our course next 
brought us, is a lovely sheet of water. In some places its 
banks are exceedingly picturesque, with beautiful 
headlands jutting out into the clear depths, where they, and 
the magnificent groups of trees which crown them, lie 
reflected as in a mirror. Now and then we would catch a 
glimpse of deer darting across the glades which at intervals 
opened through the woodlands, or a pair of sand-hill cranes 
would rise, slowly flapping their wings, and seek a place of 
more undisturbed repose. The flocks of teal now skimming 
the surface of the water, now rising higher towards the 
shelter of the forests, tempted our sportsman sorely; but as 
there was little prospect of finding his game when it was 
brought down, he did not give way to the wanton pleasure 
of shooting merely to destroy life. 

In quitting this charming lake, and again entering the 
narrow, tortuous course of the river, we bade adieu to 
everything like scenery, until we should reach our journey’s 
end. 

We now had seventy miles to pass through a country 
perfectly monotonous and uninteresting, the distastefulness 
of which was aggravated by the knowledge that we could, 
had we been provided with horses or a carriage of any kind, 
have crossed over to the Portage from Gleason’s, through a 
pleasant country, in little more than three hours. Even our 
great resource, the cheering, animating songs of our 
voyageurs, was out of the question; for the river, though 
deep, is so narrow that, in many places, there is no room for 
the regular play of the oars; and the voices of Frenchmen can 
never “keep tune” unless their oars can “keep time.” 
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Lapierre, one of our men, did his best with a paddle, or, as 
he called it, the “little row,” but it was to no purpose—it 
would not go. Besides this, the wild rice abounds to such an 
extent in many places, that it almost completely obstructs 
the progress of even a moderate-sized boat, so that a 
passage through its tangled masses is with difficulty forced 
by the oars. Tedious and monotonous as was the whole 
course of the two following days, the climax of impatience 
and discouragement was not reached until we arrived in 
sight of the white walls of Fort Winnebago, looking down 
from a rising ground upon the vast expanse of low land 
through which the river winds. 

The Indians have a tradition that a vast serpent once 
lived in the waters of the Mississippi, and that, taking a 
freak visit to the Great Lakes, he left his trail through the 
prairies, which, collecting the waters from the meadows and 
the rains of heaven as they fell, at length became the Fox 
River. 

The little lakes along its course were probably the spots 
where he flourished about in his uneasy slumbers at night. 
He must have played all the antics of a kitten in the 
neighborhood of the Portage. When the Fort was first 
pointed out to me, I exclaimed, with delight, “Oh, we shall 
be there in half an hour!” 

“Not quite so soon,” said my husband, smiling. “Wait 
and see.” We sat and watched. We seemed approaching the 
very spot where we were to disembark. We could 
distinguish the officers and a lady on the bank waiting to 
receive us. Now we were turning our backs on them, and 
shooting out into the prairie again. Anon we approached 
another bank, on which was a range of comfortable-looking 
log houses. “That’s the Agency,” said my husband; “the 
largest house belongs to Paquette, the Interpreter,41 and the 
others are the dwellings of our Frenchmen. The little 
building, just at the foot of the hill, is the blacksmith’s shop, 

 
41  Pierre Pauquette was a French-Winnebago halfbreed of great 

physical strength and fine character. He was very popular with his tribe; 
nevertheless he was killed in 1836 by a renegade Winnebago. 
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kept there by the Government, that the Indians may have 
their guns and traps mended free of expense.” 

“But are we going to stop there?” 
“No; do you not see we are going back to the fort?” 
And, to be sure, our course had now turned, and we 

were setting in our first direction. In this manner, after 
tacking to the right and left and putting backwards and 
forwards during the greater part of two hours, we at length 
reached the little landing, on which the assembled party 
stood ready to greet us. 
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In the spring of 1831, the Black Hawk and his party were 
augmented by many Indians from Ihoway River. This 
augmentation of forces made the Black Hawk very proud, 
and he supposed nothing would be done about removing 
him and his party. 

General Gaines visited the Black Hawk and his party this 
season, with a force of regulars and militia, and compelled 
them to remove to the west side of the Mississippi River, on 
their own lands. 

When the Black Hawk and party re-crossed to the east 
side of the Mississippi River in 1832, they numbered three 
hundred and sixty-eight men. They were hampered with 
many women and children, and had no intention to make 
war. When attacked by General Stillman’s detachment, they 
defended themselves like men; and I would ask, who would 
not do so, likewise? Thus the war commenced. 

_______ 
 

The Indians had been defeated, dispersed, and some of 
the principal chiefs are now in prison and in chains at 
Jefferson Barracks. 

_______ 
 

It is very well known, by all who know the Black Hawk, 
that he has always been considered a friend to the whites. 
Often has he taken into his lodge the wearied white man, 
given him good food to eat, and a good blanket to sleep on 
before the fire. Many a good meal has the Prophet given to 
people travelling past his village, and very many stray 
horses has he recovered from the Indians and restored to 
their rightful owners, without asking any recompense 
whatever. 

What right have we to tell any people, “You shall not 
cross the Mississippi River on any pretext whatever?” When 
the Sauk and Fox Indians wish to cross the Mississippi, to 
visit their relations among the Pottowattamies of Fox River, 
Illinois, they are prevented by us, because we have the power! 

 
THOMAS FORSYTH, ESQ. 
1832 



 

APPENDIX II 

A DAUGHTER’S REFLECTIONS 
_______ 

 
N COMPLIANCE with the suggestion that some details 
of the life of Mr. and Mrs. John H. Kinzie should 

accompany this third edition1  of Wau-Bun, the following 
brief sketch has been prepared: 

Juliette Augusta Magill was born in Middletown, Conn., 
on the 11th of September, 1806. Her father, Mr. Arthur 
William Magill, was a prominent banker of that city; her 
mother was Mrs. Frances Wolcott Homans, the widow of 
Captain Thomas Homans, and a great-granddaughter of 
Governor Roger Wolcott. 

Juliette Magill doubtless owed many of the 
characteristics which combined to make her a very 
remarkable woman, from these New England ancestors, 
who were prominent in its early history. From such men as 
Captain Job Drake, Colonel Samuel Partridge, Mr. Timothy 
Dwight, the Hon. Daniel Clark, the Hon. John Cushing and 
Governor Roger Wolcott she inherited the courage, the 
perseverance, the brilliant wit, the strong good sense and 
personal attractiveness for which she became so noted, and 
which made her a social power in Chicago for nearly forty 
years. 

Her early life was spent in her native town, where her 
education, which was thorough, was conducted under the 
supervision of her mother—a woman of remarkable mental 
powers and great cultivation—while her course of reading 
was directed by her uncle, Dr. Alexander Wolcott, Jr. It was 
chiefly to the wise judgment and careful training of this 
relative that Juliette Magill owed the uncommon scope of 
her knowledge of books and her fine literary taste. 

At the age of fifteen she was sent to a boarding school at 
New Haven, and from thence to Miss Willard’s seminary in 

 
1 1901. –Ed. 

I 



 

APPENDIX III 

RESILIENCE OF A NATION 
_______ 

 
oočąk. Ho-chungra. People of the Sacred (Big) Voice. 
Clans of Thunder, Warrior, Eagle, Pigeon, Bear, 

Buffalo, Deer, Wolf, Elk, Fish, Water Spirit, and Snake. A 
people of resilience. This is the Ho-Chunk Nation. 

Ho-Chunk oral tradition identifies Móogašuc (Red 
Banks on the shore of Green Bay) as the place of origin from 
whence this indigenous people group spread out to inhabit 
around ten million acres in central Wisconsin and northern 
Illinois. Historically referred to by outsiders as the 
Winnebago and by themselves as “Ho-tschung-rah,” the 
Ho-Chunk occupied the lands of their fathers for countless 
generations until their forced removal by the United States 
government in the day of the Kinzies.1  The story of the 
sojourns of the Ho-Chunk people beyond the pages of Wau-
Bun is one of crushing adversity interlaced with 
extraordinary determination and perseverance. 

_______ 
 

AUGUST 1, 1829: TREATY OF PRAIRIE DU CHIEN 
 

United States treaty commissioners convened in July, 
1829, for a renewed effort to convince the Ho-Chunk to sell 
their land which was coveted by the region’s lead miners. 
Neither an 1828 treaty nor the President’s engagement with 
a Ho-Chunk delegation at Washington, D.C., over the past 
winter had yielded the desired result. Having never sold 
land to anyone, the Ho-Chunk emissaries to the Prairie du 
Chien council strongly opposed the cession, but as a 
compromise, a modest tract was offered by the tribe. After 
being pressured to expand their offer multiple times, Crow 

 
1 “Ho-Chunk: Hochungra—the People with the Big Voice,” Wisconsin 

First Nations, accessed January 2, 2021, https://wisconsin firstnations.org; 
Wau-Bun, 59. 

H 
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efforts commenced to erase their name, culture, and 
presence from their Wisconsin homeland.23 

Over five thousand enrolled tribal members now live in 
Wisconsin, while thousands more embrace their Ho-Chunk 
heritage from a distance, with representation in nearly every 
state in the Union. The Nation has also gradually reclaimed 
thousands of acres of their ancestral land and continues to 
preserve the heritage which their ancestors fought so 
desperately to save from the brink of annihilation during the 
dark days of the 19th and early 20th centuries.24 

The story of the People of the Sacred Voice continues to 
be written as new generations find their own voices and 
make their own contributions. Older generations work hard 
to pass along the Nation’s cultural legacy in a world that is 
very different from the Early Day. In the words of today’s 
Ho-Chunk Nation, 

 
The Ho-Chunk, or “The People of the Sacred voice,” 
are resilient. They know both prosperous times and 
difficult times, yet they have persevered.25 We will 
continue to speak our language, celebrate our 
customs, respect The Hoočąk value system and 
teach our future Generations the “Hoočąk way of 
life.”26 
 

ADAM G. NOVEY 
Portage, January 1, 2021 

 
23 “Wisconsin Winnebago Fades into History.” 
24 “Ho-Chunk Nation Enrollment, February, 2020,” Ho-Chunk Nation 

News, May 12, 2020, accessed January 2, 2021, https://ho-chunk 
nation.com/current-ho-chunk-population-map/; “Ho-Chunk Nation.” 

25  “Tribal Members,” Ho-Chunk Nation, accessed January 2, 2021, 
https://ho-chunknation.com/tribal-members/. 

26  “Our Mission,” Ho-Chunk Nation, accessed January 2, 2021, 
https://www.hoocak.org/. 



 

ADDENDUM 
 

THE RESTORATION, PRESERVATION,  
AND STEWARDSHIP OF THE  
INDIAN AGENCY HOUSE 

_______ 
 

“AN UNUSUALLY INTERESTING PLACE”1 
 

N AUGUST 31, 1918, the Oshkosh Northwestern 
announced a Labor Day gathering at what was then 

known as the “old Indian agency house.” Hosted by the 
State Historical Society, the Wisconsin Archaeological 
Society, and the Sauk County Historical Society, the Labor 
Day event was to be a tour-de-Portage with visits to the 
agency house, the site of old Fort Winnebago, the fort 
cemetery, and the marker memorializing Marquette and 
Joliette’s renowned passage between the Fox and Wisconsin 
rivers.2    

While the morning’s papers brought optimistic news of 
Allied advances on Laon, over two hundred attendees 
found a pleasant diversion from the global struggle with a 
picnic luncheon beneath the ancient elm which to this day 
stands guard on the front lawn of the agency house. 3 
Visitors milled about the historic structure—one of the last 
surviving vestiges of the history they had gathered to 
commemorate. At 1:30 p.m., “America” was sung, and 
Portage’s Reverend William Dawson commenced a speech 
expounding the historical heritage of the ground beneath 
their feet, stretching back to the time prior to Marquette and 
Joliette’s 1673 crossing—an era when natives from time 

 
1 “Pilgrimage to Portage,” Oshkosh Northwestern, August 31, 1918, all 

newspapers accessed at Newspapers.com internet archive unless 
specifically noted. 

2 Ibid. 
3  “Yanks March on Laon,” “Historians Visit Old Fort Winnebago 

Today,” Wisconsin State Journal (Madison), September 2, 1918. 

O 
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immemorial had inhabited and traversed this key point 
between the rivers. The gathered descendants of 19th 
century settlers also marveled at the grit and determination 
of their own pioneer fathers who had carved the Wisconsin 
they knew out of the frontier which had greeted Juliette 
Kinzie back in October, 1830.4 

Then it was off across the river to old Fort Winnebago, 
although after ninety years, very little remained to intimate 
the existence of the formerly impressive compound. A 
disintegrating commissary which had once stored the 
region’s most valuable wares now housed livestock. The 
aging cabin that had served as the surgeon’s quarters kept 
company nearby. 5  One of the two hundred souls who 
gathered that day—a Milwaukee arrowhead enthusiast who 
attended with his young daughter—expressed in a letter to 
a Portage acquaintance a week later that although Portage’s 
train schedule had prevented his visit to the fort buildings, 
the visit to the old Indian agency had resulted in an 
“agreeable and entertaining day,” nonetheless.6 

To all these gathered history enthusiasts, the material 
remnants of an era long past had made the occasion unique. 
Those who had thus far studied the period’s records in only 
two-dimensions on paper could now envision the very 
scenes of the First Infantry Regiment drawing water from 
the fort’s well and of Juliette Kinzie furnishing the brand 
new agency house with marvels previously unseen in this 
part of the world. The fact that the agency had become a 
farm and the fort’s well now watered herds of cattle 
mattered little. In a way, history still lived at that place. 

 
4 “Pilgrimage to Fort Winnebago (event program),” September 2, 1918, 

Charles E. Brown Papers, 1889-1945,  Wisconsin Historical Society 
Archives, Madison, WI; “Pilgrimage is Made to Old Winnebago,” Capital 
Times (Madison), September 3, 1918. 

5 Andrew Jackson Turner, “The History of Fort Winnebago,” in Reuben 
Gold Thwaites, ed., Wisconsin Historical Collections, Vol. XIV, (Madison, WI: 
State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1898), 97-98.   

6  Paul M. Joers to A. J. Stace, September 10, 1918, NSCDA-WI 
Collection, Historic Indian Agency House Archive, Portage, WI (hereafter 
cited as HIAH Archive). 
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with the Old Indian Agency House Association, transferring 
the Association’s assets the following month.59   

 
AN “OLD, RATHER DILAPIDATED HOUSE”60 

 
 Although it was a proud moment when the house 

passed into the protection of its enthusiastic new owners, 
nothing about the old agency house itself mustered much in 
the way of pride other than its distinguished heritage. The 
February wind whistled through the heavy closed shutters. 
All but a handful of the wavy window panes had been 
broken by the elements and street urchins during a decade 
of abandonment. The drab brown paint applied by a 
previous owner—what little of it remained— peeled from 
sun-bleached boards. The interior presented a similarly 
ghastly appearance. Clamshell-tempered horsehair plaster 
sagged from its moorings to the hand-split lath, as gravity, 
wind, and water conspired against its century-long grip. 
The only remaining mark betraying the dwelling’s hearths 
was a hole for a stovepipe in the plaster wall, the elegant 
mantles having been appropriated by nearby residents. A 
barn door stood in for the solid, finely paneled door which 
once hung in the kitchen exit. That door had survived a 
journey of upwards of one hundred miles across the frontier 
from its place of manufacture, only to fall victim to the 
rigors of time and weather. A charming old banister led the 
way to the upstairs family quarters. The paint on the floors 
and trim was checked and faded, and water stains on the 
remaining overhead plaster declared the intrusion of the 
arch-enemy of old buildings.61 

 
59 “The Old Indian Agency House Association,” 284-285; Ada M. Baker 

to Colonial Dames Holding Corporation, Quit Claim Deed, January 7, 1931, 
HIAH Archive; Charles M. Morris to Elizabeth Johnson, January 9, 1931, 
HIAH Archive; Articles of Incorporation, January 24, 1931, Colonial Dames 
Holding Corporation, HIAH Archive;  Colonial Dames Holding 
Corporation Meeting Minutes, January 28, 1931, HIAH Archive. 

60  “Old Landmark 100 Years Old in 1930,” Wisconsin State Journal 
(Madison), June 9, 1929. 

61 “120 Year Old Agency House Well Preserved Historical Monument,” 
Portage Daily Register and Democrat, Centennial Edition, 1952, HIAH Archive; 
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many years prior above the deposits of the town’s earthen 
gold. Archaic cameras clicked away, well documenting the 
festive scene.74  

When the day was over, however, the house was still 
only half done. Much finishing work and a variety of 
architectural decisions in the home’s rebuild remained. 
Riley faced a number of choices over the course of the 
restoration, his decisions illustrating his philosophy as it 
compared with the ideas framed in Europe over the 
previous decades. Riley enunciated his philosophy for news 
reporters, emphasizing that although his architectural 
creativity was aroused by the house, he “endeavored not to 
invent a thing in its restoration.”75 

 
Making only changes indicated in the structure of 
the house, architect Riley has revealed many 
interesting and beautiful examples of early New 
England architecture which will make the building 
one of the most beautiful examples of old homes in 
the entire country when restoration has been 
completed and the Agency has become a national 
shrine and historical museum.76  
 
Thus, when his workmen made the unexpected 

discovery of wallpaper in a room previously assumed to be 
painted, the plan was adjusted to fit the evidence. In the 
same way, on the north wall of the home, Riley discovered 
a faint triangular shadow in the sun-faded clapboards above 
the dining room door. The dimensions and shape matched 
the profile of the front door’s covered portico. Riley 
therefore reconstituted the side portico as a duplicate of that 
in front. However, in studying the front portico, massive 
lathed pillar capitals were found above the plain 6x6 posts 

 
74  “The Old Indian Agency House at Portage,” 39; “Tales of Old 

Portage,” Portage Daily Register and Democrat, March 2, 1959. 
75  “Madison Persons Have Important Part in Old Agency House 

Dedication,” Wisconsin State Journal (Madison), October 24, 1932. 
76 “Many Visit Old Agency House Sunday,” Register-Democrat 

(Portage), May 27, 1931. 
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Roosevelt’s New Deal. This was one of the first significant 
government-level actions taken in the field of historic 
preservation, although the purpose was to document rather 
than to restore or interpret. The agency house was among 
those historic buildings identified by HABS to be worthy of 
permanent documentation in the National Archives.104 

Over time, scholarship was progressing, as well. 
Researchers at Rockefeller’s Colonial Williamsburg 
invested deeply in an emerging field which strove to 
understand the nature and nuances of American material 
culture. Prosperity in the post-World War era encouraged 
connoisseurship of the decorative arts. The interpretation of 
these objects of the past progressed as foundational 
principles were laid within the National Park Service which, 
over the course of the New Deal, found itself caring for 
places of historic value. As a new wave of Federal initiatives 
was established at mid-century, historic preservation found 
its place across America.105  

Through this explosion in the field, the Old Indian 
Agency House remained relatively untouched. The site 
entered the 1960s much the same as it had appeared three 
decades prior. Leadership had changed, furnishings had 
been added, and guest books registered tens of thousands 
of visitors in the intervening years, but no material response 
to developments in the field was yet experienced. However, 
the decade of the ‘60s would initiate milestone changes at 
the museum. 

The primary inspiration for change can be traced to the 
year 1962 when Polly Stone, a second-generation Colonial 
Dame, became a member of the NSCDA-WI’s museum 
furnishings committee. Stone brought with her a fascination 

 
104  Lisa Pfueller Davidson and Martin J. Perschler, “The Historic 

American Buildings Survey During the New Deal Era: Documenting ‘a 
Complete Resume of the builders’ art,’” Journal of Heritage Stewardship 1, no. 
1, (Fall 2003), accessed December 29, 2020 https://home1.nps.gov/CRM 
journal/Fall2003/article1.html.  The Agency House’s survey number is 
HABS WI-16. 

105  William Murtagh’s Keeping Time, 34-76, provides an overview of 
these developments. 
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enthusiastic professionals from the nation’s leading 
museums, including Colonial Williamsburg and Henry 
Ford’s Greenfield Village. Long lists of artifacts were 
donated by members of the furnishings committee and 
community. Once the key pieces had been put in place, 
Stone extended her artifact search to not only furnish an era, 
but to realistically support particular stories from Wau-Bun, 
as well. To top off her philosophy of visitor experience, 
Stone even commissioned a particularly ambitious Dame 
and her husband to smoke reproduction 18th century tavern 
pipes, the soiled remains of which would be so placed as to 
make it appear that John Kinzie, himself, had enjoyed a 
smoke in the parlor.116  

The decade of the ‘60s was one of energy—a second wind 
of sorts for the museum. By 1965, the Colonial Dames had 
determined that they could, indeed, hold real estate, so the 
Colonial Dames Holding Corporation, which had been 
established as a temporary expedient 34 years prior, was 
dissolved, and the NSCDA-WI entered a new chapter of 
direct ownership of a segment of the state’s history. 
Countless hours had been invested in assuring the accuracy 
of the museum’s contents. The Old Indian Agency House 
entered the 1970s back at the head of the pack in terms of 
furnishings and immersive museum philosophy. One might 
indeed say that it appeared as if the Kinzies had “just left 
the house.”117 

 
 
 
 
 

 
116 Indian Agency House Committee Report, 1964-1965, HIAH Archive; 

Colonial Dames Holding Corporation Annual Report, May 19, 1964, HIAH 
Archive; Polly M. Stone to Patricia Osborne, June 16, 1969, HIAH Archive; 
Mildred B. Lanier to Polly M. Stone, February 10, 1966, HIAH Archive; 
Gerald G. Gibson to Polly M. Stone, March 17, 1964, HIAH Archive; Polly 
M. Stone to George Abraham, March 31, 1966, HIAH Archive; Polly M. 
Stone to Milo M. Naeve. 

117 Colonial Dames Holding Corporation Meeting Minutes, February 
16, 1965, HIAH Archive; Polly M. Stone to Mrs. Theodore L. Hartridge. 
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has now weathered 190 years, ninety of those since the 
NSCDA-WI first undertook their experiment to save the 
building as a museum. 

This period of maturation in the Historic Indian Agency 
House’s story continues today, as it does with every 
museum that wishes to improve in its mission of education 
through preservation. The 1970s marked the beginning of 
this period when Churchill’s warning was taken to heart. 
History has too much to teach us to risk only remembering 
that which we identify as entertaining or inspiring. 

 
“THIS HISTORY IS WORTH REMEMBERING”130 

 
Over the course of the Historic Indian Agency House’s 

existence as a museum, the field of historic preservation has 
changed considerably. From the 1930s, when some may 
argue that historic preservation was yet to be a recognized 
field, through the professionalization of the 1960s, to the 
contextual enrichment over the last several decades, the 
Historic Indian Agency House at Fort Winnebago has been 
at times a reflection of, and at other times an exception to, 
the story of preserving the past in America.  

Two components arguably combine to form the driving 
force of every grassroots historic preservation project ever 
undertaken. First is the enthusiasm which comes from 
physically experiencing the living past by the pairing of a 
historical narrative with its three-dimensional setting. 
Second, when that enthusiasm is accompanied by a sense of 
responsibility to keep history and heritage alive for the next 
generation, preservation efforts become imperative. 
Museums are born of a deep resolve to steward the history 
which is entrusted to each generation. A break in the chain 
of historical responsibility results in a loss which cannot be 
fully replaced. The stewardship of history is a privilege—a 
commitment born of fascination and the acceptance of the 
truth of the statement that “preservation engages the past in 

 
130 “The Old Indian Agency House at Portage,” 42. 
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a conversation with the present over a mutual concern for 
the future.”131 

Taking ownership of the particularly weighty narrative 
with which the Historic Indian Agency House is endowed, 
the NSCDA-WI and the many grassroots friends of the 
museum have diligently invested in this responsibility for 
the past ninety years, both in terms of funding the building's 
ongoing preservation, and through the contribution of time 
and energy to carry out the nonprofit museum’s important 
mission. What made the house’s preservation worthwhile 
from the start still makes it worthwhile today.  

Although it is not ours to determine the precise effect a 
visit to this historic site may have on individual patrons, the 
ultimate hope since 1932 is that visitors will be impacted, 
inspired, shaped, changed in some way by having 
contemplated the lessons garnered from the history 
presented here. In the words of Bertha Holbrook, whose 
organizational skills contributed to the success of the 1930s 
initiative to preserve this extraordinary house, “This is 
history worth remembering and perpetuating.”132 

 
ADAM G. NOVEY 
Executive Director and Curator 
Historic Indian Agency House 
Portage, January 7, 2021 
 

 
131 Keeping Time, 168. 
132 “The Old Indian Agency House at Portage,” 42. 
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