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TRAILS 
The Fox-Wisconsin Portage and Beyond 

 
 
 
 
 

The Fox and Wisconsin rivers come oh-so-close to connecting in Portage, 
Wisconsin. There is a little stretch of land less than two miles long separating 
them.  It might not seem like much, but this short trail between the rivers, 
located on ancestral Ho-Chunk land, held tremendous importance in times 
past. 

 
What’s so special about this portaging trail? What were Wisconsin’s Native 
trails like in 1832?  What happened on the Ho-Chunk Trail of Tears? 
 
Take a journey with us on the trails of the Fox-Wisconsin portage and 
beyond. Then let the trails bring you back home with a greater understanding 
of the stories which have shaped our history. 
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Chapter 1 

TRAILS 
 

 What are some things that come to mind when you hear the word trail? 
 
 Do you have a favorite trail on which you like to walk or bike?  What is it like? 
 
 A trail is a path made by the passage of animals or people.  It often refers to an unpaved path 
through a wilderness area.  
 
 What do you think a wilderness might be?  What might it be like? 
 
 A wilderness is a wild, uncultivated, natural area. It’s an area that isn’t being used to grow crops 
or build houses and stores. A wilderness might be a prairie or forest or marsh. It might be a riverbank 
or rocky hillside.  There are wild plants and animals in wilderness areas. 
 
 Have you ever been out in a meadow or woods and noticed narrow paths made by deer?  Deer 
create special trails that they regularly walk on as they go about their daily activities. The trails 
become more defined as the deer walk on them over and over and over again.  People make trails, 
too. The trails might be narrow dirt paths.  Or they might be stretches of mowed grass. Sometimes 
they’re made with crushed rock, wood chips, wooden planks, paving stones, blacktop, or concrete. We 
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use trails for activities such as hiking, biking, snowmobiling, horseback riding, and dog-walking. Trails 
help us to explore and enjoy the beauty of nature.  
 
 Back in the 1800s, author and philosopher Henry David Thoreau wrote... 
 

“It is a great art to saunter.” 
 

 To saunter means to take a leisurely stroll.  It means to walk in a slow, relaxed manner without 
hurry or effort.  When we saunter through a wilderness area on a trail, we can take the time to really 
notice what is around us—to fill our senses with our surroundings. We can explore, discover, think, 
relax, learn, and grow in an unstructured way as we saunter along on a trail.  
 
 Do you know of any good trails near you that would be great sauntering trails?  Wisconsin has 
state parks and SNAs (state natural areas) with trails through a variety of landscapes.  Wildlife refuges 
and county parks often have trails, and the state’s Rails-to-Trails system offers opportunities for hiking 
and biking over long distances. Perhaps you live near the Aldo Leopold Nature Center or Horicon 
Marsh or Effigy Mounds or the MacKenzie Center, which all have trails. Or maybe a segment of the 
Ice Age National Scenic Trail is close by. The Historic Indian Agency House in Portage has a trail 
system, too, which winds through several ecosystems.  Find some places near you with interesting 
trails.  Print out a trail map, pack a lunch, and enjoy sauntering on a trail with your family or 
classmates. 
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Chapter 2 

INDIAN TRAILS 
 

 Trails are great for recreation, exercise, relaxation, and exploration.  But throughout history, trails 
have been used for far more than leisure.  Today, if we want to get from one place to another, we can 
hop in a car, bus, train, or plane and get there on local streets, state highways, high-speed interstates, 
rails, or even through the air.  However, back in 1832, in pre-state Wisconsin, people did not have 
these options for traveling.  There were no roads, no cars, no buses, no trains, no planes. For many 
centuries, dirt trails played an important role in getting people from place to place by foot or by horse 
through the wilderness.  As you can imagine, traveling on these trails was slow and difficult and often 
dangerous.  It took knowledge and skill to navigate the Indian trails which had been used generation 
after generation by Indigenous people groups. 
 
 Indigenous people are the Native families who were the first to live in an area. In America, 
they’re also referred to as Native Americans or American Indians.  Indigenous families used trails 
regularly to get from village to village.  They used trails to move with the seasons from their summer 
villages to their winter hunting grounds and back. They used trails to gather resources that could be 
used for daily living and for trade.  Trails were a necessary and normal part of everyday life. 
 
 A woman named Juliette Magill Kinzie moved from the Eastern United States out to frontier 
Wisconsin with her husband, John Harris Kinzie, in 1830.   They lived and worked at a place called the  
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Fox-Wisconsin portage. This was located on Indigenous Ho-Chunk (also known as Winnebago) land. 
We will learn more about the Kinzies, the Fox-Wisconsin portage, and the Ho-Chunk people later.   
 
 For Juliette, life here at the portage was far different than the life she was used to back East. It was 
as though she had moved to a foreign country where people had very different lifestyles, different 
customs, and different languages.  She was fascinated by it all.  Thankfully, Mrs. Kinzie took the time to 
write about her experiences in a book called, Wau-Bun: The “Early Day” in the Northwest.  In one 
section of the book, she describes what happened when she, John, and a few others took a long and 
hazardous trip on horseback over Indian trails in March, 1831. They traveled from the Fox-Wisconsin 
portage south into what is now northern Illinois and then east to Chicago where John’s family had 
settled.  (Would you believe that at this time in history, Chicago was still mostly prairie?  It was!) 
 
 The story is in chapters 12-16 of Wau-Bun, but here is a shortened and paraphrased version. Blue 
type signifies Mrs. Kinzie’s own words from her book. As you listen to the story, imagine that you are 
traveling along with the Kinzies on horseback over the Indian trails in the wilderness almost 200 years 
ago. Today, this trip would take about 5 1/2 hours to go roughly 280 miles by car.  It took the Kinzies 
12 grueling days on horseback in treacherous conditions...and they almost didn’t make it. 
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XII.  Preparations For a Journey 
[from Wau-Bun] 

 
 Early in January the snow fell in great abundance. A tough, hardy soldier, named Sulky, 
had made a trip to Chicago to deliver and receive the mail, but he had been gone for weeks, and we 
thought that he must have died from the cold and starvation. But eventually, he returned, nearly blind 
from traveling in the snow. He had stayed in an Indian lodge for three weeks because the snow was 
too deep to travel. Up until now, I had hoped to visit our friends in Chicago this winter, but the severity 
of the weather put an end to that idea. 
 During the latter part of February, the cold became less severe. The snows melted away, 
and by the beginning of March the weather was so warm that we were quite confident of 
being able to make the journey on horseback without any serious difficulty. 
 We prepared our clothing and provisions for the trip. Biscuits were baked, a ham, some 
tongues, and pieces of salt pork were boiled, coffee roasted and ground, sugar cracked. 
Cotton bags of different sizes had been prepared and large sacks of skin were also provided 
to hold the more bulky provisions, for our journey was to be a long one. 
 The distance from Fort Winnebago at the Fox-Wisconsin portage to Chicago was not difficult 
to manage if we could take the direct and familiar route by Kosh-ko-nong, but at this time of year it 
was impossible to go that way. The Indians would be absent from their villages in the winter, and 
the ice being now gone, we could have no means of crossing the Rock River at that place. So 
instead, we took an alternative and unfamiliar route. We would have to travel south and then east quite 
a distance out of the way. There was no hope of making this long trip in less than six days, so we had 
to prepare accordingly. 
 I was provided a big, strong horse named “Le Gris.”  Young Roy would ride “Souris.” My own 
little stumpy pony, “Brunet,” would carry the pack-saddle with the provisions.  My husband rode 
his own bay horse, “Tom,” while Plante bestrode a fine, large animal called “Jerry.”  
  

John and Juliette Kinzie 
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XIII.  Departure From Fort Winnebago 
[from Wau-Bun] 

 
 The morning of the 8th of March saw us mounted and equipped for our journey. The 
weather was fine—the streams, already fringed with green, were sparkling in the sun—
everything gave promise of an early and genial season. Still, Major Twiggs from Fort Winnebago 
kept trying to convince me not to go on this journey which he said would be perilous beyond what 
I could anticipate.  But my mind was made up. I was going. 
 I was in high spirits, foreseeing no hardships or dangers, but rather imagining myself 
embarked on a pleasure excursion across the prairies. I was not prepared for traveling in the 
weather at this time of year. I wore my straw bonnet and delicate leather gloves and had laughed at 
my husband’s suggestions to provide myself with blanket socks, and a woolen hood for my 
head and shoulders. And now, although the wind occasionally lifted my head-gear with a 
rude puff, and my hands became swollen and stiffened with the cold, I persuaded myself that 
I should soon get accustomed to it.  I was too well pleased with the novelty of my outfit, with 
my hunting-knife in a scabbard hanging from my neck, and my tin cup at my saddle-bow, to 
care much about being cold. 
 On reaching Duck Creek, some of our friends who traveled a short ways with us to see us off 
remained on the bank long enough to witness our passage across—ourselves in the canoe, 
and the poor horses swimming the stream, now filled with cakes of floating ice. 
 The water was not deep, so our attendants merely took off the pack from Brunet and my 
side-saddle from Le Gris, for fear of accidents, and then mounted their own horses, leading 
the two extra ones. My husband placed the load from the pack-horse and my saddle in the 
centre of the canoe, which he was to paddle across. 
 “Now, wifie,” said he, “jump in, and seat yourself flat in the bottom of the canoe.” 
 “Oh, no,” said I; “I will sit on the little trunk in the centre; I shall be so much more 
comfortable, and I can balance the canoe exactly.” 
 “As you please; but I think you will find it is not the best way.” 
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 A vigorous push sent us a few feet from the bank. At that instant, two favorite 
greyhound dogs whom we had brought with us, and who had stood whining upon the bank, 
reluctant to take to the water as they were ordered, gave a sudden bound, and landed on top 
of me.  The canoe balanced a moment—then capsized—and, quick as thought, dogs, supplies, 
and lady were in the deepest of the water. 
 My husband, who was just preparing to spring into the canoe when the dogs jumped in 
ahead of him was at my side in a moment, and, seizing me by the collar of my cloak, begged 
me not to be frightened. I was not scared in the least, and only laughed as he raised and 
placed me again upon the bank.  The saddle and trunk were rescued, but everything was soaked.  
Our humor increased by the sight of Pillon, who was attempting to ride my spirited horse 
Jerry across the marsh. He was clinging to the neck of the animal, with a look of terror on his 
face, as he shouted forth all manner of scoldings in French. Jerry pranced and curveted, and 
finally bucked his rider, headfirst, a distance of several feet into the water. Pillon raised himself 
puffing and snorting from his watery bed and waddled back to his starting-place, while the 
horse very sensibly made his way to join his companions, who had already reached the 
farther bank. 
 “Well, wifie,” said Mr. Kinzie, “I cannot trust you in the canoe again. There is no way 
but to carry you across the marsh on my shoulders.” 
 Happily, we reached the other side in safety. There my husband insisted on my putting 
on dry shoes and stockings. He wanted to stop and kindle a fire to dry my clothes properly, but I 
would not listen.  
 We were soon off again, and the exercise of riding kept me warm enough in spite of my wet 
clothes. We had one more delay on the trail as we spoke to a man traveling to the portage for supplies, 
so we only managed to ride twenty-three miles when we came to our encamping-ground. It 
was upon a beautiful stream.  Soon a large tree was felled and a warm fire was glowing. The tent 
was set up, and upon the ground were spread, first a bear-skin, then two or three blankets. 
Once the luggage was brought in, I put on dry clothing.  It had been so cold that when I stood my wet 
clothes against a log by the fire, they were frozen so stiff that they stood upright, giving the 
appearance of a dress out of which a lady had vanished in some unaccountable manner. 
 We ate ham, toasted bread, and steaming coffee.  Since we didn’t bring along proper dishes, we 
drank from tin cups, and we ate with our hunting knives after wiping them upon a napkin. First the 
knife was used to stir the coffee, then to divide the piece of ham which was placed on half of a 
traveling biscuit which acted like a plate held in the left hand. It required some practice to get it right.
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 At the break of day, my husband awoke us all with the customary Voyageur-style shout of— 
 “How! how! how!”   
 The fire is soon kindled back into a flame. The horses are caught and saddled, while a 
breakfast, similar in kind to the meal of the preceding evening, is prepared, the tent taken 
down, and the pack-horse loaded. 
 This day, we rode past the first of the Four Lakes [by modern-day Madison, Wisconsin]. 
Scattered along its banks was an encampment of Winnebago [also known as Ho-Chunk] 
Indians. While we visited with the Winnebagoes, Souris, the pack-horse, got it in his head to take off all 
by himself—amazingly in the right direction.  Once we discovered what had happened, we thankfully 
overtook him after a short race, and he received much scolding. 
 Our trail, after leaving the lake, lay over a “rolling prairie,” now bare and desolate 
enough. The hollows were filled with snow, which being partly thawed, furnished an 
uncertain footing for the horses. Even Plante, who considered himself to be a skilled horseman, 
was once or twice nearly unhorsed. 
 It was about the middle of the afternoon when we reached the Blue Mound. I rejoiced 
much to have got so far, for I was sadly fatigued, and every mile now seemed like two to 
me. When I was told that we still had seven miles to go, to “Morrison’s,” where we 
proposed stopping for the night, I was almost in despair. It was my first journey on 
horseback, and I had not yet become accustomed to the exercise. 
 When we reached Morrison’s cabin I was so much exhausted that, as my husband 
attempted to lift me from the saddle, I fell into his arms.  He said this was not good and that 
tomorrow we must turn back.  But Mrs. Morrison and Miss Elizabeth Dodge took care of me, and after 
a half-hour, I had recovered my spirits, and we were quite a cheerful bunch, talking and laughing 
until late in the evening.   
  
  

h ps://archive.org/details/cu31924091889968/page/n183/mode/2up  
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XIV.  William S. Hamilton – Kellogg’s Grove 

[from Wau-Bun] 
 

 The  next morning, after a cheerful breakfast, we prepared for our journey. There 
seemed to be some concern, however, that we might have difficulty “striking the trail” to 
Hamilton’s diggings—a lead mining camp—which was our next point of destination.   
 The directions we received were confusing. We had to take the trail for a certain number of 
miles, when we should come to a crossing and turn in an easterly direction; after a time, this 
would bring us to a deep trail leading straight to Hamilton’s. In this open country there are 
no landmarks. One elevation is so exactly like another, that if you lose your trail there is 
almost no hope of finding it again.  
 The trail, it must be remembered, is not a broad highway, but a narrow path, deeply 
indented by the hoofs of the horses on which the Indians travel in single file. So deeply is it 
sunk in the sod which covers the prairies, that it is difficult, sometimes, to even see it until 
you’re right on top of it. 
 Mr. Kinzie asked Mr. Morrison to repeat the directions many times because this route was 
unfamiliar to him, but Plante, our guide, swaggered and talked big, claiming that “he knew every 
hill and stream and point of woods from that spot to Chicago.” However, we soon found out 
that he most definitely did not, so Mr. Kinzie took the lead himself as best he could.  Unfortunately, the 
path on which we had set out ended up leading in a wrong direction, so we abandoned it and tried to 
get back on course somehow. 
 We travelled the livelong day, barely stopping at noon to feed our horses and ourselves.  The 
ride was gloomy and desolate. The prairie rolled on and on without any forests or streams. Hill 
after hill was the same. We hoped to see a distant fringe of woods, but there was only prairie as far as 
the eye could see.  
 So great was our anxiety to recover our trail, for the weather was growing more cold, 
and  the wind more sharp and piercing,  that we were not tempted to turn from our course 
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even by the appearance, more than once, of a thin, hungry prairie-wolf, peering over the 
nearest hill and seeming to dare us to an encounter. Just before sunset we crossed, with 
some difficulty, a muddy stream, which was bordered by a scanty belt of trees, making a 
tolerable encamping-ground. We had no idea where we were.  
 We had ridden at least fifty miles since leaving Morrison’s.  I was worried about being lost 
in this wild, cold region, but my husband tried to reassure me, saying we would find the trail tomorrow. 
The tent pegs were hard to drive into the frozen ground, and the trees weren’t big enough to make 
good, warm fire. 
 The wind was blowing uncomfortably hard at bedtime, and it got worse throughout the night. It 
snowed heavily, and we were every moment in dread that the tent would be carried away.  
Instead, the poles snapped and fell on top of us with a great weight of snow.  Mr. Kinzie roused up 
his men and they went out into the storm to cut new tent poles, leaving me trying to keep warm under 
the heavy tent canvas. We made do with our makeshift tent until sunrise. We were damp and 
miserable, so we were glad to hang around the fire until breakfast was eaten and the horses once 
more saddled for our journey.  
 The view was discouraging.  Around us was an unbroken sheet of snow. We had no 
compass, and we could barely see through the driving sleet. It was often impossible to tell in 
which direction the sun was in order to know where we were heading. I tied my husband’s 
handkerchief over my face to protect it from the wind and icy particles with which the air 
was filled, and which cut like a razor.  I suffered intensely from the cold. 
 We pursued our way, mile after mile, entering every point of woods, in hopes of meeting 
with, at least, some Indian wigwam. Every spot was solitary and deserted; not even the 
trace of a recent fire, to cheer us with the hope of human beings within miles of us. 
 Suddenly, a shout made each heart bound with joy:  “A fence! A fence!” 
 It was almost like life to the dead. 
 We spurred on. Never did music sound so sweet as the crowing of a rooster which at this 
moment came to our ears.   
 Following the fence line, we came upon a group of log cabins, low, shabby, and 
unpromising, but a most welcome shelter from the pelting storm. 
 “Whose cabins are these?” asked Mr. Kinzie, of a man who was cutting wood at the door 
of one.  
 “Hamilton’s,” was his reply; and he stepped forward at once to assist us. 
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 We had somehow made it to the mining camp, where there was a warm fire, a safe place to sleep, 
and people to help us. 
 The next day’s sun rose clear and bright. Refreshed and invigorated, we looked forward 
with pleasure to our journey, confident of meeting no more mishaps by the way. Mr. 
Hamilton kindly offered to accompany us to his next neighbor’s which was twenty-five miles 
away. From Kellogg’s to Ogie’s Ferry, on the Rock River, the road being much travelled, we should be 
in no danger, Mr. H. said, of again losing our way. 
 Mr. Hamilton galloped on at such a rate that, had I not exchanged my pony for the fine, 
noble Jerry, I should have been in danger of being left behind. We were now among the 
branches of the Pickatonick River, and the country had lost its prairie character and became 
rough and broken. We went dashing on, sometimes down ravines, sometimes through 
narrow passes, where, as I followed, I left fragments of my riding veil upon the projecting 
and interwoven branches. Once my hat became entangled, and my husband had to quickly 
rescue me. 
 We stopped nowhere. We kept the same pace until three o’clock in the afternoon. One of 
my greatest annoyances during the ride had been the behavior of the little beast Brunet. He  
was used to being a lead horse and did not like being put in the back as a pack-horse. Whenever we 
approached a stream, Brunet would come rushing past and throw himself into our very 
footsteps. Plunging, snorting, and splashing me with water, he more than once brought me 
into danger of being tossed into the stream. 
 “Kellogg’s” was a comfortable house that we reached after a ride of around 30 miles. Mrs. 
Kellogg provided us an excellent dinner. Our sleeping quarters were shared with six men, 
travellers like ourselves, but I was simply feeling thankful to have a place to stay. 
 Mr. Kellogg decided to accompany us to Chicago since he had some business to do there. Mr. 
Kellogg insisted on taking only two days’ provisions for himself because at this time of year we had to 
carry food for the animals in addition to the rest of their load, and he didn’t want to burden his 
animal any more than necessary. But my husband begged Mrs. Kellogg to bake us another bag 
of biscuits, in case of accidents.  
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XV.  Rock River – Hours of Trouble 

[from Wau-Bun] 
 

 It was late the following day (March 13th) when we set out again. There was a house at 
Buffalo Grove, at which we stopped for half an hour. Just at sunset, we reached the dark, 
rapid waters of the Rock River. The ferry which we had travelled so far out of our way to use 
in order to get across the river ended up not being there. It had just the week before been carried 
downriver in the breaking up of the ice. Only a small boat or skiff was now available. We took 
the boat across, while the horses swam to the opposite shore. A short walk brought us to the house 
of Mr. Dixon.  
 A most savory supper of ducks and venison, with their accompaniments, soon smoked 
upon the table, and Mr. Dixon described the remainder of the route yet before us.  
 “There is no difficulty,” said he, “if you keep a little to the north, and strike the great 
Sauk trail. If you get too far to the south, you will come upon the Winnebago Swamp, and, 
once in that, there is no telling when you will ever get out again. As for the distance, it is 
nothing to speak of. The only thing is to be sure and get on the great track that the Sauk 
Indians have made, in going every year from the Mississippi to Canada.” 
 The following morning, which was a bright and lovely one for that season of the year, we 
travelled for the first few miles along the beautiful, rolling banks of the Rock River, always in 
an easterly direction, keeping the beaten path which led to Fort Clark, or Peoria. The Sauk 
trail, we had been told, would cross this road at the distance of about six miles. 
 We did find a trail after six miles, but Mr. Kinzie thought it tended too northerly, and it didn’t seem 
to be used very much. Plante argued that he was positive it was the right trail, so we hesitantly 
followed his lead until we ended up at the great bend of the river with its bold rocky bluffs and 
Plante had to admit his mistake. Mr. Kinzie took over leading in a direction as nearly east as 
possible. The weather had changed and become intensely cold, and the delay we experienced 
in going the wrong way was very serious. We were not even sure we were now on the right trail. 
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 We journeyed on until night, when we reached a place to camp on the edge of a grove  of 
trees near a small stream. Oh, how bitterly cold that night was! The water in my little tin 
coffee-pot was frozen solid long before midnight. We were so well wrapped up in blankets 
that we did not suffer from cold while within the tent, but the open air was severe in the 
extreme. 
 March 15th.—We were roused at peep of day to make preparations for starting. We must 
find the Sauk trail this day. What would become of us should we fail to do so? We found 
ourselves entering a marshy tract of country. Wild geese, brant, and ducks rose up 
screaming at our approach. The shallow water through which we attempted to make our 
way was frozen to a thickness that could not quite bear the weight of the horses. Their feet and 
ankles got cut at every step as they broke through the ice. Sometimes the difficulty of going 
forward was so great that we had to retrace our steps and make our way round the head of 
the marsh. We were making very little progress. 
 After some time, the swamp passed and we came upon more solid ground, chiefly the open 
prairie. But now a new trouble assailed us. A blinding snow-storm came on. Without a trail 
that we could rely upon, and without a compass, we had depended upon the sun to point out our 
direction, but now we did not even have the sun to guide us. 
 After traveling many miles, we came upon an Indian trail, deeply indented, running at 
right angles with the course we were pursuing. The snow had ceased, and we were able to 
observe the direction of the sun. The trail ran north and south. What should we do? Was it 
safest to pursue our easterly course, or should we follow this new trail in the hope that it would 
take us to the trail we had been trying to find. Mr. Kinzie wanted to continue East, feeling that we were 
too far north already. Mr. Kellogg and Plante wanted to go north. We turned north, but after a few 
miles, my husband made the sudden decision to turn back and go east instead. 
 The trail, which had continued many miles through the prairie, eventually wound around a 
point of woods and brought us suddenly upon an Indian village. A shout of joy broke from all 
of us, but no answering shout was returned—not even a bark of friendly welcome—as we 
galloped up to the wigwams.   All was silent as the grave.   We rode round  and round, then 
dismounted and looked into several of the spacious huts. They had evidently been long 
deserted as the Indians had travelled to their wintering-grounds until spring, when they would return 
to make their corn-fields and occupy their summer homes. 
 With heavy hearts, we mounted and once more pursued our way, the snow again falling 
and adding to our discomforts. At length we halted for the night. We had long been aware that 
our food would not last for another day, and here we were—nobody knew where—in the midst 
of woods and prairies—certainly far from any human habitation, with barely enough food 
for a slender evening’s meal. The poor dogs came whining around us to beg, but we could 
only give them a bare bone. 
 For breakfast the next day, we had only 3 crackers and some coffee left.  Mr. Kellogg also had a 
piece of tongue and a slice of fruit-cake which he said “he had been saving for the lady since the 
day before, for he saw how matters were a-going.” Poor man! It would have been well if he 
had listened to Mr. Kinzie and provided himself at the outset with a larger store of 
provisions.   
 We still had the trail to guide us, and we continued to follow it until about nine o’clock, 
when, in emerging from a wood, we came upon a broad and rapid river. A collection of 
Indian wigwams stood upon the opposite bank,  and as the trail led directly to the water, it  
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was likely that the stream was crossable. However, the banks were lined with piles and piles of broken 
ice so that we could not find a path to get to the water.  
 The men shouted again and again, in hopes some straggling inhabitant of the village 
might be at hand with his canoe. No answer was returned. What was to be done? My 
husband said, “We will follow this cross-trail down the bank of the river. There must be 
Indians wintering near, in some of these points of wood.” 
 We kept along the bank, which was considerably elevated above the water, and 
bordered at a little distance with a thick wood. All at once my horse, who was mortally 
afraid of Indians, began to jump and prance, snorting and pricking up his ears as if an 
enemy were at hand. I screamed with delight to my husband, “Oh, John! John! There are 
Indians near—look at Jerry!” 
 At this instant, a little Indian dog ran out from under the bushes and began barking at us. 
We soon found two Indian women crouching behind the bushes.   They appeared greatly relieved 
when Mr. Kinzie addressed them in the Pottawattamie language,— 
 “What are you doing here?” 
 “Digging Indian potatoes.” 
 “Where is your lodge?” 
 “On the other side of the river.” 
 “Good—then you have a canoe here. Can you take us across?” 
 “Yes.” 
 The men set about unpacking the horses, and I in the meantime was paddled across the 
river. For the first time on my journey I shed tears. I dried up my tears, and by the time my 
husband with his party and all his horses and luggage were across, I had recovered my 
cheerfulness, and was ready for fresh adventures. 
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XVI.  Relief 
[from Wau-Bun] 

 
 An Indian woman saw that I was hungry and ladled out a bowl of Indian potatoes from the 
kettle over the fire. I really found them delicious. Soon my husband joined us. He had been 
engaged in attending to the comfort of his horses, and assisting his men in making their fire, 
and pitching their tent, which the rising storm made a matter of some difficulty. 
 From the Indian he learned that we were in what was called the Big Woods not too far 
from Chicago. He told us to remain encamped for that day, as there was a storm coming on, 
and in the meantime he would go and shoot some ducks for our dinner and supper. The tent 
being all in order, we took our leave of our friends in the wigwam, with grateful hearts. 
 The storm was raging. The trees were bending and cracking around us. Our tent was 
among the trees not far from the river. My husband took me to the bank to look for a 
moment at what we had escaped. The wind was sweeping down from the north in a perfect 
hurricane. The water was filled with masses of snow and ice, dancing along upon the 
torrent. Had we been one hour later, we could not possibly have crossed the stream. We 
could only have remained and starved in the wilderness. Could we be sufficiently grateful to 
that kind Providence that had brought us safely through such dangers? 
 The men had cut down an immense tree, and built a fire against it, but the wind shifted 
so continually that every five minutes the tent would become completely filled with smoke, 
so that I was driven into the open air for breath. With the cold, the smoke, and the driving 
ashes and cinders, this was the most uncomfortable afternoon I had yet passed, and I was 
glad when night came, and I could creep into the tent and cover myself up in the blankets.  
 The storm raged with tenfold violence during the night. We were continually startled by 
the crashing of the falling trees around us. We passed an almost sleepless night. When we 
arose in the morning, we were made fully aware of the danger we had been in as at least fifty trees 
lay fallen all around our tent.  
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 When we set out again, there were so many fallen trees that it was with difficulty that we threaded 
our way through them. Our Indian guide had joined us at an early hour, and about nine o’clock 
he brought us to Piché’s log cabin. But Piché was not at home.  
 We stopped briefly to warm ourselves by the fire, and then we were off again to find the dwelling 
of Mr. Hawley.  The weather was intensely cold; the wind, sweeping over the wide prairie 
with nothing to break its force, chilled our very hearts. I beat my feet against the saddle to 
restore the circulation, when they became numb with the cold, until they were so bruised I 
could beat them no longer. Not a house or wigwam, not even a clump of trees as a shelter, 
offered itself for many a weary mile. At length we reached the west fork of the Du Page River 
which was frozen over, but not enough to bear the weight of the horses.  We had no choice but to cut 
through the ice to give the horses a way to get through.  The ice had frozen to several inches in 
thickness during the last bitter night. Plante went first with an axe, and cut as far as he 
could reach, then mounted one of the hardy little ponies, and with some difficulty broke the 
ice out ahead of him, until he had opened a passage to the opposite shore. 
 How the poor animals shivered among the floating ice! And we, who sat waiting in the 
piercing wind, were not much better off. We were all across at last, and spurred on our 
horses until we reached Hawley’s—a large house near the east fork of the river.  There, we ate a 
hearty dinner and found that if we could push on hard, we could reach Lawton’s and be within twelve 
miles of Chicago. Of course, we set off as soon after dinner as possible. 
 The crossing of the east fork of the Du Page was extremely difficult since the ice had been 
broken up and was floating down in large cakes. The horses had to make a rapid dart through 
the water, which was so high, and rushing in such a torrent, that if I had not been mounted 
on Jerry, the tallest horse, I would have gotten a terrible splashing. As it was, I was well 
frightened, and grasped both bridle and mane with a fierce grip. After this, we travelled on as 
rapidly as possible, in order to reach Lawton’s before dark. 
 On rising the following morning, only twelve miles of prairie intervened between us and 
Chicago. Soon we were in the arms of our dear, kind friends, and for that day, at least, I was 
the wonder and admiration of the whole circle, “for the dangers I had seen.” 
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What happened to all the Indigenous trails? 
 

       For many long centuries, Native American 
trails criss-crossed the land. But where are 
these trails today?  What happened to them?  
As might be expected, many trails have been 
erased by time.  Land use has changed, and 
Wisconsin is no longer a large wilderness.  But 
some segments of original Indian trails have 
been preserved to the present day.  For 
example, you can go to Indian Mounds and 
Trail Park in Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin, and 
walk on part of an ancient Indian trail. 
 
       There are also historical markers in various 

places showing where Indigenous trails used to be. For example, there is a marker in the Cherrywood 
neighborhood of Middleton, between Sequoia Trail and Swoboda Road, that marks the location of the 
trail traveled by the Kinzies in 1831. This is the segment of the trail they were on during the second day 
of their trip after stopping briefly at the Four Lakes. The trail took them by the Blue Mound and on to 
Morrison’s that evening.  It “lay over a ‘rolling prairie,’” and the horses had a difficult time with uneven 
footing in the snow.  

 There are actually many Indian trails still around...just in disguise.  They don’t look much like those 
original dirt paths anymore.  You see, as more and more settlers moved to frontier Wisconsin, these 
footpaths were used by ox carts and wagons.  This widened out the trails and produced wheel ruts. 
The trails were often muddy since the deep ruts held water.  Over time, some of the roads were 
improved.  A few were made into log “corduroy” roads or wooden plank roads, like the Milwaukee-
Watertown Plank Road. Later, Milwaukee-Watertown Plank Road was paved, and it became State 
Hwy 16.  Yes, Hwy 16 from Milwaukee to Watertown started out as an Indian trail, as did many other 
modern roads and highways in Wisconsin and all across the nation. 
 
 Can you identify any roads near you that were once Native American trails? 

 

Indian Mounds & Trail Park, W7561 Koshkonong Mounds Rd., Fort Atkinson 

Google Maps: Loca on:  43°03'24.2"N 89°35'40.0"W Trail Marker in Middleton (Cherrywood neighborhood) 
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Many Indian trails eventually became 
modern roads and highways 

 
On the 1833 map above, waterways are shown as squiggly lines, and trails are  

shown as relatively straight lines. The red dot marks the Fox-Wisconsin portage. 
 

The image above is a small portion of the full map.  To view the full map, go to: 
https://content.wisconsinhistory.org/digital/collection/maps/id/1965/rec/7 
Click on the double arrows in the upper right corner of the map, and scroll in to see it up close. 

https://content.wisconsinhistory.org/digital/collection/maps/id/1965/rec/7
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Chapter 3 

WAWA’...What? 
 

 For centuries, both Indigenous families and others who lived and traveled throughout the region 
used overland trails in their day-to-day lives.  But the real superhighways of the day were the 
waterways.  Traveling by boat was faster, more efficient, and more comfortable — especially on long 
journeys or with heavy cargo — than traveling by foot or on horseback.  
 
 Dugout canoes, birch bark canoes, sailboats, skiffs, and other types of boats were common sights 
on rivers and lakes for thousands of years. In the 1800s, steamboats also came on the scene as the 
powerhouses of travel and trade. Juliette Kinzie’s book, Wau-Bun, contains fascinating descriptions of 
the adventures of water travel in the early 1830s.   The waterways were extremely important.  This is  
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where the Fox-Wisconsin portaging trail played a valuable role. 
 
 Take a look at the map on the next page. A person could travel by boat from the Atlantic Ocean, 
all the way through the St. Lawrence Seaway in Canada, down through all the Great Lakes, onto the 
Fox River, then the Wisconsin River, and down the Mississippi River, all the way to the Gulf of Mexico 
which empties back into the Atlantic Ocean.  People and goods could travel a very l..o..n..g way!   

French Voyageurs, “Shoo ng the Rapids,”  by Frances Anne Hopkins 

Detroit, 1820, Steamboat “Walk-on-Water,” h ps://loc.gov/pictures/resource/det.4a16181/ 
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 There are other rivers that branch off from, or empty into, this main route. The map below shows 
the rivers that connect just to the Mississippi River portion of this big water-highway.  Look at all the 
places that could be reached by people and goods traveling by boat. Much of the nation could be 
accessed, as well as places across the ocean (Europe, Africa, etc.).  Wow! 

 
       Now take a look at that little blue 
dot in Wisconsin on the map above. 
That dot is where the Fox-Wisconsin 
portage is located. Trace the red line 
again with your finger from the North 
Atlantic all the way down through the 
Gulf of Mexico. That blue dot is where 
the Fox River and Wisconsin River 
connect...well, sort of.  You see, those 
two rivers don’t quite connect.  There 
is a little stretch of land between the 
two rivers. It is the only small stretch of 
land separating an otherwise continu-
ous waterway. Here, people would 
have to take their boats out of the 
water and carry them for just under 
two miles in order to continue their 
journey.   There is a special word  that  

Atlan c 
Ocean 

Gulf of 
Mexico 

h ps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mississippiriver-new-01.png 
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au

se
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means to pick up and carry a boat and its cargo between two rivers.  That word is portage.  People 
had to portage their canoes between the Fox and Wisconsin rivers.  Can you see why this small trail 
was so valuable? It was like an interchange on a major highway.   

 
       The Fox-Wisconsin portage was located on land that the Ho-Chunk (or 
Winnebago) people had occupied for untold generations. Before Europeans 
and others came to this area, a huge variety of Indigenous tribes—each with 
its own culture, language, and way of life—were using these waterways for 
travel and trade.  Can you imagine all the sorts of people, with different 
cultures and languages and ideas, who flowed through the Fox-Wisconsin 
portage throughout history?  
 
       The word portage comes from the French language, but Ho-Chunk 

people have their own word in their own language which means to pick up and carry over the 
shoulder.  That word is Wawa’ąįja. It’s not pronounced the way it looks like it might be pronounced in 
English. Write each sound below each letter using the key below. Then try to say it!  
 
  
 

                    W      a      w      a   ‘    ą      į      j     a 
 

                ___   ___   ___   ___     ___  ___  ___  ___    
 
 
 
 
 Go to https://youtu.be/M3oYTe3Imuc and watch the portion from 7:25-7:50 to hear that 
word spoken by Shane Yellow Thunder, a Ho-Chunk man. How did you do with your pronunciation? 
 
 An altered version of that Ho-Chunk word is still used to refer to the portaging trail between the 
Fox and Wisconsin rivers, even though canoes are no longer portaged here. That historic trail is now a 
paved road in the city of Portage, Wisconsin. What’s the road’s name?  Wauona Trail.  It runs 
between Hwy 33 and Hwy 51. 

 

Pronuncia on Key: 
Le er          Sounds Like (in the word…) 
w                  w - walk 
a                   au - audio 
ą                   on - pond 
į                    een - machine 
J                    j - jump 

https://youtu.be/M3oYTe3Imuc
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Chapter 4 

A Trail of Tears 
 

 We’ve learned about ancient Indian trails, including the portaging trail between the Fox and 
Wisconsin rivers. There is another trail that it is important to learn about. ….a different kind of trail.  It 
has been described as a trail filled with tears.  
 
 Let’s back up in order to understand the big 
picture. Indigenous people groups lived all 
throughout America. Ho-Chunk (Winnebago) land 
extended over a large portion of what is now 
southern and central Wisconsin and northern Illi-
nois. We have learned that the Fox-Wisconsin 
portage was located on Ho-Chunk land.  
 
 In the 1400s, explorers from Europe started 
sailing to North and South America. Eventually, 
they set up colonies where they could live, mostly 
along the East coast. It wasn’t long before they 
began exploring further and further inland, looking 
for valuable natural resources and good land for 
themselves. In the 1820s, lead miners surged onto 
land that was not theirs. It was Ho-Chunk land. 
...and the lead was Ho-Chunk, Mesquakie, Sauk, 
and Menomonee lead. These tribes had mined it as 
an important trade item for thousands of years.  

 

Fox-
Wisconsin 
Portage 

Treaty Map Boundaries (h ps://theways.org/map) 
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 What would you do?  How would you handle this situation if you were the Ho-Chunk Nation?  
How would you handle this situation if you were the United States Government? (Remember: At that 
time, the U.S. government did not own or have any authority over Ho-Chunk land.  The land belonged 

to the Ho-Chunk Nation.  However, the U.S. government did have authority over its own citizens, 
including the miners.) Think through what your options might be and the possible results of each 
option. What are the pros (good outcomes) and cons (risks or bad outcomes) of each possible action? 
Once you’ve thought this through, read on to find out what actually happened. 
 
 
 What actually happened:  The United States government, the Ho-Chunk Nation, and other local 
Indigenous tribes met in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, in 1825 to negotiate a solution to the problem. 
To negotiate means to discuss and bargain in order to come to an agreement. The U.S. government 
was concerned that there would be a violent response among the Native people as settlers continued 
to pour onto their land. The U.S. proposed to allow the settlers to remain where they were and draw 
clear boundaries on the map to define Indigenous territory.  The settlers could not cross over those 
new boundaries. The Native people, however, had hunting lands that extended beyond the proposed 
boundaries.  Wild game, like deer, did not stay within lines drawn on a map. Ho-Chunks needed to 
hunt to stay alive. Boundaries would not work. A treaty—which is a formal agreement between two or 
more groups of people—was negotiated in an effort to keep the peace.  In the treaty, boundaries were 
drawn. Settlers could not cross over the lines, but Indigenous people could still cross them to hunt. 
 
 The treaty did not solve the problem. The miners ignored the boundaries, too. Tensions continued 
to simmer hot. Two years later (in 1827), there was a rumor that two Ho-Chunk men were murdered 
at Fort Snelling. Red Bird, a Ho-Chunk man, took revenge by killing two men near Prairie du Chien 
and attacking a keel boat on the Mississippi River. Red Bird sent out war messages to surrounding 
tribes and to Ho-Chunk villages, asking them to join him in driving out the lead miners. The Ho-
Chunks who lived by the Rock River had especially suffered, having lost land, game, and nearly their 
lives as lead miners took hostile action toward them. 

1825 Treaty of Prairie du Chien, by J.O. Lewis 
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       What would you do?  If you were a member of the Ho-Chunk 
Nation, would you join with Red Bird to wage war against the lead 
miners?  If not, what would you do instead?  If you were the U.S. 
government, how would you respond to Red Bird’s call for war? Think 
through your options. Consider the pros and cons.  Then read on to find 
out what happened. 
 
 
       What actually happened:  The Rock River Ho-Chunks almost 
decided to wage war along with Red Bird, but they ended up siding with 
the majority of the tribe in seeking a peaceful solution. The rumor about 
the murder of Ho-Chunk men at Fort Snelling was found to be false. The 

U.S. government promptly sent military forces out to the Fox-Wisconsin portage, where Red Bird and 
those with him surrendered. 
 
  Because the U.S. military had protected the lead miners, the miners took this as a green light to go 
even deeper into Ho-Chunk territory. In 1828, another meeting took place at Lake Butte des Morts. 
White Crow asked, “If you had a piece of land and a stranger should take possession of it, would you 
like it?” The U.S. government tried to make the Ho-chunk people sell their lead-producing land to the 
U.S. The Ho-Chunks refused. The U.S. responded by building a military fort—named Fort 
Winnebago—at the Fox-Wisconsin portage to display their power and prevent further uprisings.  
 
 What would you do? The conflicts between the lead miners and the Ho-Chunk people 
worsened.  Consider the situation again from both viewpoints. How could this problem be solved?  
Then read on to find out what happened next. 
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 What actually happened:  In July, 1829, the U.S. government called Ho-Chunk leaders to Prairie 
du Chien in a second attempt to purchase the tribe’s lead-rich land.  The U.S. tried to convince the Ho-
Chunk Nation that by selling millions of acres to the U.S., that would solve their problems, keep the 
peace, and they would be better off than they had ever been.  The Ho-Chunk people felt stuck.  They 
could not drive the miners off their land because the settlers were protected by the powerful United 
States military.  But they also could not continue living in constant conflict as their land was stolen. 
 
 Many speeches were made at the Prairie du Chien meeting.  Whirling Thunder (Wakąjawįxga) 
said,  “If you get the land to where you ask, what can you do with it? If you can get all our country, 
where can we go? We cannot get our living like the whites. We cannot live and work as they do. We 
must not be too crowded. What answer do you want?” Crow Killer said that by giving up this land, the 
Ho-Chunk people would suffer. In the end, Ho-Chunk leaders sold one-third of their land. The U.S. 
government agreed to pay them a portion of the amount due for the land every year for 30 years. 
 
 Here is where John and Juliette Kinzie enter the 
story.  Mr. Kinzie knew the Ho-Chunk language and 
culture.  His family had been friends with the Ho-Chunk 
people for a long time stretching back to the days of the 
fur trade.  The U.S. government set up an Indian Agency 
at the Fox-Wisconsin portage. John Kinzie was hired to 
be the Indian Agent to the Ho-Chunk Nation. That 
meant that Mr. Kinzie was responsible for paying the  
Ho-Chunk people for their land every year. They would 
be paid in silver, goods (like tobacco and salt), and 
blacksmithing services. Mr. Kinzie would also be responsible for settling disputes and relaying 
messages back and forth between the Ho-Chunk people and the U.S. government.  It was a difficult job 
for him because the Ho-Chunk people were his friends, but he worked for the U.S. government. 
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A Critical Moment...and a Difficult Trail 
 
 A critical moment for the Ho-Chunk Nation came in the fall of 1832 when a treaty was signed in 
Rock Island, Illinois. The Ho-Chunk people had already sold their lead-producing land to the United 
States three years prior. Now, in this new treaty, they lost all of their remaining land south of the Fox 
and Wisconsin rivers. Ho-Chunk families who lived in that region would be forced to leave their homes 
in the spring. Why did the Ho-Chunk Nation sell more land?  They were pressured and threatened. 
 
 You see, the U.S. government was accusing the Ho-Chunk people of joining with Black Hawk, a 
Sauk leader, in a military conflict earlier that year. The truth, however, was that the Ho-Chunk people 
had officially decided not to get involved. There were a few individuals within the Ho-Chunk Nation 
who did take part, but the vast majority of the tribe stayed out of it. They even chose to flee their 
homes and abandon their fields in order to get out of the war zone to show that they had nothing to do 
with Black Hawk when he came up through their territory. Because they could not tend their gardens 
all summer, they had no harvest. They suffered a terrible winter of starvation. Many died. Juliette 
Kinzie describes in her book how horrific it was.  Even after submitting themselves to such severe 
suffering to prove their neutrality in the Black Hawk War, the Ho-Chunk people were being punished. 
 
 The treaty said that the Ho-Chunks who lived south of the Fox-Wisconsin waterway had to leave 
their homes by June 1 of the following year. They had a decision to make.  (1) They could move west 
across the Mississippi River to the “Neutral Ground” in Iowa where the U.S. government preferred for 
them to go. The Neutral Ground was sandwiched between the lands of the Sauk and Dakota people 
who warred against each other. The Ho-Chunks would be right in the middle of the Sauk-Dakota 
battleground. Or (2) They could leave their homes and crowd onto land still owned by the Ho-Chunk 
Nation north of the Wisconsin River.  Or (3) they could try to stay in their homes and lay low.  
 
 What would you do?  What decision would you make if you were a Ho-Chunk person?  How do 
you think the U.S. government would respond to each of those three choices?  Think it through, and 
then read on to find out what happened.  
 
 
 What actually happened:  Each family decided for themselves what they would do. A few 
decided to stay in their homes and hide out. Some may have been successful, at least for a little while, 
but the U.S. military sent Henry Dodge’s mounted dragoons (soldiers on horseback) to hunt for and 
push out the stragglers.  A few did go to the Neutral Ground in northeast Iowa, but the majority of the 
tribe crowded into the Baraboo and Sauk Prairie area, which was Ho-Chunk territory north of the 
Wisconsin River. 
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 The Trail of Tears had begun for the Ho-Chunk Nation. Trail of Tears refers to the 
difficult journey of Native Americans who were forced out of their homelands in the 1830s.   
 
 Three years later (in 1836), tragedy struck again.  Smallpox spread like wildfire among the Ho-
Chunk people. One out of every four of them died. That same year, Wisconsin became a U.S. territory, 
and Governor Dodge met with Ho-Chunk leaders at Fort Winnebago—at the Fox-Wisconsin 
portage—to try to buy all their remaining Wisconsin land. The Ho-Chunk Nation refused to sell it. 
 
 The following year (in the fall of 1837), some Ho-Chunk people were taken to Washington, D.C., 
thinking that they were going to address the problem of not receiving their promised treaty goods from 
the U.S. government.  Instead, they were reportedly threatened and forced to sign a treaty giving up 
their tribe’s entire territory before they were allowed to return home. These Ho-Chunk representatives 
did not even have tribal authority to sell land, making the treaty unlawful. Back home, the Ho-Chunk 
people were devastated to hear what had happened.  To make matters worse, the signers were led to 
believe the treaty granted them 4 years before they had to leave Wisconsin.  They only had 8 months. 
 
 This time, they were commanded to move to the Neutral Ground in Iowa. Again, they faced a 
choice. Some moved to the Neutral Ground. But many chose to stay and hide out until they were 
found, rounded up by the U.S. military, and taken forcibly to Iowa. Some who were taken to Iowa kept 
returning...and being rounded up...and returning...and being rounded up...and returning… Roaring 
Thunder (Wakanjaxeriga, or “Dandy”) was one of those who refused to leave. He guided others in 
resisting removal. Many stayed in Jackson, Monroe, and Juneau counties.  
 
 John De La Ronde described one Indian round-up: “We picked up two hundred and fifty Indians, 
men, women, and children, and we took them down to Prairie du Chien. Before we got there...we 
came to three Indian wigwams. The Captain directed me to order the Indians to break up their camp, 
and come along with him. Two old women, sisters of Black Wolf, and another one, came up, throwing 
themselves on their knees, crying and beseeching Captain Sumner to kill them; that they were old, and 
would rather die and be buried with their fathers, mothers, and children, than be taken away; and that 
they were ready to receive their death blows. Captain Sumner had pity on them, and permitted them 
to stay. A little further on we came [to another camp and ordered them to] put their things in the 
wagon and come along, [but first they wanted] to bid good bye to their fathers, mothers, and children. 
We found them on their knees, kissing the ground, and crying very loud, where their relations were 
buried. This touched the captain’s feelings, and he exclaimed, “Good [gracious]!  What harm could 
those poor Indians do among the rocks!” 
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 The trauma, suffering, and death among Ho-Chunk families during this process of removal from 
their land was horrific. In the meantime, settlers poured into the newly-opened lands. It wasn’t long 
before settlers had spread out and began living on land near the Neutral Ground, too.   
 
 What do you suppose is going to happen next? 
 
 
   What actually happened:  In 1846, the Ho-Chunk people were forced to leave the homes they 
had made in the Neutral Ground and move to the Long Prairie Reservation in Minnesota so that 
settlers could have their land in Iowa. Waukon Decorah described the Long Prairie Reservation this 
way:  “The brush is so thick we cannot get into it and if we could, the ground is so soft we could not 
stand upon it. There is no game in our country. It is fit for nothing but frogs, reptiles, and mosquitoes.” 
 
 The Ho-Chunk Trail of Tears did not end here. Nine years later (in 1855), the Ho-Chunk people 
were moved from this reservation to the Blue Earth Reservation in southern Minnesota. Seven years 
after that (in 1862), the tribe was moved again to the Crow Creek Reservation in Dakota Territory. 
Many died at Crow Creek. They could not grow their corn crops. There was no wild game to hunt. The 
government gave them poor rations of food served in what appeared to be cattle feeders.  Those who 
tried to leave the reservation risked being shot. Even so, the people quickly began crafting cottonwood 
trees into canoes and escaped by floating down the Missouri River. They found a place to stay with the  

h ps://www.loc.gov/item/95514381/ 
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Omaha tribe in Nebraska.  The U.S. government 
eventually allowed them to stay there by treaty.  
The “Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska,” as this 
portion of the Ho-Chunk tribe is called, still lives 
on that land today. 
 
 But many Ho-Chunk families did not go to the 
reservations. Some never left Wisconsin. Some 
were rounded up many times between 1833 and 
1874 but kept returning. Some, such as Yellow 
Thunder (Wakąjaziga), purchased land so that he 
could not be forced to leave anymore. However, 
those who purchased land later, under the 1875 
Indian Homestead Act, were required to cut ties 
with the Ho-Chunk people and blend in with the 
white settlers’ way of life. 
 

~1905 - Ho-Chunks returning to Baraboo - same area depicted in pain ng below  (Photo taken by Hamele family) 

 

Yellow Thunder (Wakąjaziga), seated 
h ps://www.ge y.edu/art/collec on/object/107FS4 

View of the Lower Baraboo Village, 1832 
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 In 1881, the U.S. government allowed those who had purchased land in Wisconsin to again 
register as Ho-Chunk tribal members so they could receive their share of payments promised in earlier 
treaties. By law, though, it was illegal for the Ho-Chunk people to speak their own language and 
practice their cultural customs. They were to dress, act, speak, and live like white Americans.  
However, this did not stop many of them from passing their language and traditions down to their 
children, generation after generation.  

 
       Indian boarding schools also became part of the U.S. 
government’s plan to “Americanize” the Indians. 
Indigenous children were often forcibly taken from their 
families to live, work, and be educated at these schools. 
Some were as young as 6 years old. The boys also 
performed manual labor in industrial and farming settings.  
All students followed strict daily routines. Many could not 
afford the trip home to visit their families, so they often 
stayed at the school year-round. Some never saw their 
families again. Horror stories about what happened to the 
children in many of these places are just now coming to 
light.  One of the main goals of Indian boarding schools 
was to eliminate 

tribal traditions—language, culture, clothing, way of life—from 
younger generations. Ho-Chunk children even had to give up 
their Ho-Chunk names and take on new English names.  The 
first of these Indian boarding schools in Wisconsin opened in 
Tomah in 1893 and was operated by the U.S. government. 
Most of the children at the Tomah Indian Industrial School 
were from the Ho-Chunk Nation. By 1920, the U.S. 
government had passed a law which required every 
Indigenous child to live and be educated at a boarding school. 
By law, they could not go to school anywhere else.  
 
 Life was never again the same for the Ho-Chunk people.  

 

Sioux children before entering school 
h ps://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3b25785/ 

h ps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Indian_school,_Neillsville,_Wisconsin.jpg 

 Indian School,  
Neillsville, Wisconsin 

h ps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Genoa_Indian_School_Students.JPG 

Indian Industrial School, Genoa, Nebraska 
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 Portage resident Annette Monthey recalls that this basket (right) was made 
by local Ho-Chunk women who came to her parents’ Fort Winnebago-area 
farm to trade baskets for chickens and eggs in the 1930s. The older generations 
at that time told of Ho-Chunk families returning and traveling on the rivers 
from which they had been driven decades earlier. The same trails that led away 
from Wisconsin were used to get home again. Times were often tough, though, 
for those who returned. Elizabeth Deere, a Ho-Chunk basket maker, said, 
“During the years of Depression in the ‘30s, we depended on baskets. My mother said, it is an art work, 
it can help you get what you might need, but you cannot get rich from it.” Mary Thunder’s 
grandmother taught her how to make baskets when she was just six years old. Mary made and sold 
baskets to help her family get food to eat. 
 
 In 1934, the Nebraska Winnebago were recognized by the United States as a tribal nation with 
their own government. In 1963, the Wisconsin Winnebago signed their own constitution and received 
recognition as a tribal nation. Then in 1994, the Wisconsin Winnebago changed their name to Ho-
Chunk Nation, returning to the name of their ancestors after 165 years of efforts to erase their name, 
way of life, and presence from their Wisconsin homeland.  
 
 Today, the Ho-Chunk people strive to travel on a new trail of hope and healing.   The government 
of the Ho-Chunk Nation is based in Black River Falls, and there are nearly 8,000 enrolled Tribal 
Members. Older generations are working hard to preserve and pass down Ho-Chunk culture so it 
doesn’t fade away.  In the words of today’s Ho-Chunk Nation: 
 

The Ho-Chunk, or “People of the Sacred Voice,” are resilient. They know both 
prosperous times and difficult times, yet they have persevered.  
 
We will continue to speak our language, celebrate our customs, respect the Hoocąk 
(Ho-Chunk) value system, and teach our future generations the Hoocąk way of life.
  
...and the trail continues on. 
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