




After this speech in the council, several of the Pil­
lagers arose and angrdy accused the commission of try­
ing to bully them into signing the removal agreement. 
Sturgeon Man told the commission to go home, and the 
council was broken up until the next day. At subsequent 
meetings, some of the Pdlagers continued openly to 
demonstrate their anger toward the proceedings. The 
councds at Leech Lake ended with a large number of 
the band refusing to sign the Nelson Act agreement. 
Although the Rice commission had promised to get the 
$150,000 award warranted by the Northwest Indian 
Commission three years earlier, many of the band 
doubted whether they would ever see the money. In any 
case, many still felt that a one-time payment of 
$150,000 was unsatisfactory. Sturgeon Man claimed 
that the Pillagers had never agreed to the amount and 
that in bis view the matter of the award was stdl open 
for debate. He pointed out that since the agreements 
made with the Northwest Commission were void, the 
amount was irrelevant."" 

The Pillagers who signed the removal agreement 
did so with a lack of confidence in the government"s 
intentions to pay them for their losses. Too many un-
kept promises had been made to them by commissions 
in the past. Kay-ke-now-aus-e-kung expressed the frus­
tration of his group when he declared, "I signed for the 
Northwest Commission, and it did not amount to any­
thing. I am now about to sign again, and if this don"t 
amount to anything I would rather be taken and stran­
gled by the neck with a rope."** 

At the Lake Winnibigoshish council, the band re­
ported that its cemeteries had been overflowed and that 
a large number of graves had washed away. Skulls and 

" "Chippewa Indians in Minnesota,' 130, 142. 
^̂  Here and below, see "Chippewa Indians in Minnesota,"" 

146, 156. 
" According to Whipple, the $1.50,000 appropriation was 

made only after he himself went to Washington and asked 
President Grover Cleveland to urge Congress to act; Henry B. 
Whipple, Lights and Shadows of a Long Episcopate (New 
York: MacmiUan Company, 1912), 314-315. The Ojibway re­
ceived only $147,434.15; Minnesota Chippewa Tribe, et al. v. 
United States, Docket no. 188, Indian Claims Commission, 
"Exceptions to the Defendant"s Accounting Reports,"" Jan. 5, 
1970, p. 2-5, 38. 

'" Here and below, see Folwell, Minnesota, 4:312-318, 
321-322. The other grievances included the fraudulent esti­
mation and sale of reservation timber; delays and irregulari­
ties in annuity payments; intrusion of Wisconsin Ojibway 
onto Minnesota reservations; promised, but unpaid, money 
for land taken from Leech Lake Reservation under past trea­
ties; and the failure of the government to pay the Pillagers for 
land they ceded for use by the Menominees. The government 
never succeeded in consolidating all of the Ojibway in Minne­
sota onto the two reservations at Red Lake and White Earth; 
today there are six Ojibway reservations in the state, includ­
ing one surrounding Leech and Winnibigoshish lakes. 

Sturgeon Man, a Leech Lake spokesman, photo­
graphed about 1897 

bones lay scattered along the lakesbore. Their gardens 
had been ruined and village destroyed; the lakesbore 
had been made barren by the overflow. 

The outcome of the Rice commission's work was the 
recommendation that the headwaters bands be paid 
the $150,000 promised them in 1886, with the addition 
of 5 percent interest and the payment of $1.25 per acre 
for overflowed reservation land. The commission esti­
mated that 46,920 acres had been lost to water. Finally, 
in 1890, after several years of delay, Congress appropri­
ated the $150,000, although it did not provide any 
money to compensate the Ojibway for lost land. How­
ever, government actions in the matter continued to 
irritate the tribe. Rather than paying the full amount 
of the award immediately, as the tribe had anticipated, 
the government disbursed the money over a 34-year 
period and, in the end, failed to pay the entire sum.^'^ 

The Ojibway retained the conviction that the 1890 
award was grossly inadequate for the irreparable barm 
done to their resources and way of life. In addition, the 
Winnibigoshish, Pillager, and Mississippi bands appar­
ently disagreed as to whether the money was fairly 
distributed among them. The headwaters bands con­
tinued to feel resentment and bitterness over the reser­
voirs project after 1890. This grievance, in addition to 
several others that the bands harbored against the fed­
eral government, fueled the anger of the Ojibway untd 
it exploded in the Sugar Point uprising of 1898.* 
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The dam at Lake Pokegama as it looked in 1908 

Although a seemingly trivial series of events precipi­
tated the battle, this brief but violent action of the 
Pillager band represented the degree to which the 
headwaters Ojibway had been tormented by United 
States policy. The underlying causes of the battle were 
many, but they all resulted from unjust and inept ad­
ministrative policies and practices. On the other band, 
the Ojibway should not be viewed as helpless victims of 
government actions. Rather, as the reservoirs contro­
versy demonstrates, the headwaters bands used the is­
sue to their own advantage. They controlled the 
agenda of their relations with the United States by forc­
ing the authorities to address the issue of fair compen­
sation for damages, and they used it to block negotia­
tions for consolidation. Furthermore, by constant 
pressure and threats of violence they were able to in­

crease the amount of their damages. Although dissatis­
fied with the 1890 award, the Ojibway had improved 
their situation by refusing to remain silent. 

The tribe's persistence ultimately led to the out-of-
court settlement of 1985, which included compensation 
for 178,000 acres of reservation land taken by the reser­
voirs, plus the loss of rice marshes and 5 percent accu­
mulated interest since 1884. This settlement concluded 
a suit brought by the Minnesota Ojibway against the 
federal government in 1972. The suit came under the 
jurisdiction of the Indian Claims Commission, a court 
created by Congress in 1946 to hear Indian claims 
against the United States. Before 1946, such cases could 
be heard in the United States Claims Court only if 
Congress passed special legislation allowing particular 
tribes to bring suit. In the instance of the Minnesota 
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Ojibway, Congress had passed special legislation on 
May 14, 1926, conferring jurisdiction on the Court of 
Claims to hear claims arising under the Nelson Act or 
any subsequent act of Congress pertaining to the tribe. 
Since Congress appropriated the $150,000 award in 
1890, the 1926 legislation gave the tribe standing to sue 
the government on the reservoirs damages issue. How­
ever, other claims of the Minnesota Ojibway against the 
United States took precedence and delayed the settle­
ment of the reservoirs controversy.'" 

IN THE FIRST half of the 20tb century, the Corps of 
Engineers' policy in maintaining the Mississippi head­
waters reservoirs remained primarily one of facilitating 
navigation on the upper Mississippi River. Conse-

'" Chippewa Tribe v. U.S., Indian Claims Commission, 
29:211; Chippewa Tribe, et al. v. U.S., Docket no. 188, p. 
2-5, 38; Canby, American Indian Law, 264-265; Chippewa 
Tribe of Minnesota v. United States, Court of Claims, 80:410, 
411 (1935). The 1926 act was amended April 11, 1928. Most of 
the other claims arose out of controversy over the application 
of the Dawes Act, or General Allotment Act, of Feb. 8, 1887, 
and the Nelson Act of Jan. 14, 1889. The Dawes Act applied 
generally to tribes across the United States, whereas the Nel­
son Act was designed specifically for the allotment of Ojib­
way lands in Minnesota. 

™ The St. Paul District, Corps of Engineers, manages the 
Upper Mississippi River. 

quently, the question of damages to Ojibway land and 
resources resulting from the construction and mainte­
nance of the dams was not of major concern. Once the 
locks and dams on the Mississippi abrogated the navi­
ga t iona l role of the reservoirs , however, policy 
changed. Since World War II, the Corps has become 
increasingly attentive to the effects of reservoir levels on 
Ojibway lands and resources. Today, it attempts to 
manage the headwaters reservoirs to enhance wild rice 
production, fish and game habitat , and recreation.** 

The management and maintenance of the reser­
voirs remains potentially controversial, however; the 
interests of the tribe and the policies of the Corps do 
not always jibe. During the 1988 drought, for example, 
the Ojibway strenuously objected to proposals that the 
Corps release water from the reservoirs for the benefit 
of the Twin Cities and other downstream communities. 
As a result of this and other issues raised by the 
drought, the Corps of Engineers is developing a water 
control plan for the Mississippi headwaters reservoirs, 
for which it is requesting Ojibway opinion. 

The map on p. 4 is by Alan Ominsky; the photograph on p. 9 
is used through the courtesy of the Corps of Engineers; the 
one on p. 12 is from Newton H. Winchell, The Aborigines of 
Minnesota: A Repori (St. Paul: MHS, 1911), 703; all other 
illustrations are from the MHS audio-visual library. 
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