mined that the plan should not succeed if it was possi-
ble for him to prevent it.” J. Fletcher Williams suggested
that for Rolette, who had seen the opposition to the bill
in St. Paul, “a wink was as good to him as a nod.” Histo-
rian William Watts Folwell, on the other hand, implied
that Rolette was put up to his actions by influential peo-
ple: “Of a romantic and jovial disposition, he was not at
all averse to playing the part assigned him in this little
drama.” It is unclear whether Folwell was writing in a
flowery manner or meant that the events had been
scripted by someone else. In any case, although the ac-
counts differ as to the degree of planning or participa-
tion, it is clear that many people in St. Paul knew what
Rolette was doing while he was doing it.54

One way or another, the emphasis in all these stories
is that Rolette was an unreflective, humorous, fun-
loving, carousing, rough frontiersman—occasionally a
half breed or mixed blood. These are the crucial details
that help explain the Rolette legend and its hold on
post-territorial Minnesota history.

Writing of classical legends, Henry David Thoreau
stated, “To some extent mythology is only the most an-
cient history and biography. So far from being false or
fabulous in the common sense, it contains only endur-
ing and essential truth, the I and you, the here and
there, the now and then, being omitted.”55

For each generation, legends based on real and
invented historical figures serve particular truths and
memorialize particular views of the world. More than
simply the story of a trickster, the Rolette legend
describes a culture hero of the kind found in the litera-
ture of many societies: one who performs significant
deeds out of hunger, curiosity, or recklessness; a primi-
tive entrepreneur who makes possible the world as it is
known and then obligingly disappears.>6

The truths that Rolette serves come out of the his-
torical context of territorial Minnesota: the replacement
of one cultural system by another, rival politicians
seeking to capture Indian payments for the local econ-
omy, attempts by later reformers to close off this mixture
of money and politics (in order to replace it with other
forms of business-government collusion), and debates
about the shape of the state-to-be. The Rolette legend is,
largely, nonpartisan. It serves the purposes of both sides,
providing each with a vehicle to record its own views of
the world and the nature of territorial Minnesota.

For legislators and St. Paulites who wanted the city to
remain the commercial center of the state and who
owed their success to the Indian business, the legend’s
characterization of Rolette is a useful one. Perhaps most
significantly, it absolves influential and ordinary people

Duplicate bill to remove the capital to St. Peter, certified a

‘““correct copy” and approved by Governor Gorman

from any accountability for a reckless, illegal action

that deprived a democratic majority in both legislative
houses of the right to pass a bill that the governor was
ready to sign. While it would have been better for the
drama had Rolette actually been a half breed, it was
enough for him to play the part. This identification
provided a cultural or racial cover for the actions that
Rolette took, in the same way that a group of English
colonists in Boston in 1775 dressed as Indians to protest
the stamp tax while throwing tea into Boston Harbor.

It was equally useful for those who opposed the role
of the Indian traders in Minnesota Territory to catego-
rize Rolette as a reckless half breed. Half breeds symbol-
ized the society that had existed before 1849, as well
as the power of the businessmen associated with the
Indian trade. One opponent of this power structure
later wrote: “Such was the mixed character of the popu-
lation at the time that a large proportion of the citizens
were either by ties of consanguinity, or trading interest,
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allied to the Indians and their interests; and these were
known and designated as the ‘Moccasin Democracy or
Indian Dynasty.”” Thus, opposition to a certain set of
political positions became associated with race and an
assertion of white identity. It was easy to blame “half
breeds” like Rolette, even though his action benefited
mixed bloods less than it did powerful figures in the
community, people like Rice and Sibley whose corrup-
tion was anything but fun-loving yet who would go on to
become revered founding fathers in the story of
Minnesota.57

Henry H. Sibley, who had just completed his term as

governor when painted by T. C. Healy, 1860
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Another event of 1857 shows how the so-called half
breeds were both used to further the assertion of white
identity and blamed for actions that, in fact, benefited
the territory’s elite. In October 1857 Sibley, running
against Ramsey, was elected the first state governor.
Commentator Hall noted that the election was extreme-
ly close; the many contested ballots in the southern part
of the state, as they were counted, put the result in
doubt though suggesting strongly that Ramsey would
win. When the election results were received from the
Cass and Pembina districts, “where Joe Rolette reigned
supreme,” the tally was “very unan-
imous for Sibley, giving him in
Pembina 316 votes and in Cass
228, while Ramsey did not receive
a vote in either county.” This
helped provide the final majority
of 240 for Sibley.58

Hall implied that these results
were fraudulent, not because they
were tampered with, as the unani-
mous result might suggest. Rather,
he explained, the territorial elec-
tion law, providing that people of
mixed white and Indian ancestry
“who shall have adopted the habits
and customs of civilized men”
would be allowed to vote, “practi-
cally conferred the right of suf-
frage upon all the [male] half-
breeds in the territory.” Hall
alleged that this provision was
interpreted by election judges to
mean that “half-breeds wearing
pantaloons filled the requirement.
A tradition has come down to later
generations to the effect that one
pair of pants would do service for a
swarm of half-breeds. One would
don the trousers and go out and
vote, and, soon coming back,
passed the garment over to the
next man, while he resumed his
breech clout and blanket.”>9

Despite his intended slur on
people of mixed ancestry, Hall sug-
gested that allowing them to vote
was a necessity: “But what else
could you do? We had to have a
governor, and inhabitants of
Scandinavian countries had not
then moved into Minnesota.



Consequently, somebody had to do the voting, and in
the emergency the half-breed, if he could borrow a pair
of pants, was as good as anybody else.” Hall’s implica-
tion was that, by 1904 when he was writing, the emer-
gency was past. Scandinavians were achieving political
power. Minnesota had become “white,” a region with a
reinvented past that did not include
Indian people or the Europeans who
had lived with them in an era of
interdependence. Race had
become all-important. In this new
Minnesota there was little room
for the complex identity of peo-
ple of mixed ancestry. Instead,
the half breed would become a
historical character, a transi-
tional figure in the evolution of

the frontier, a creature of legend, a symbol of a time
when Minnesota had not attained its later state of
whiteness.

Rolette personally shared the fate of the preterri-
torial Minnesota he symbolized. Having served the pur-
poses of the rich and powerful, he died in 1871 without
political power, in obscure but colorful
celebrity. From the revisionist point of
view of those who have written
much of Minnesota’s history in
the last 150 years, Joe Rolette,

like Indians, half breeds, fur
traders, voyageurs, and other
beings of the mythic prehis-
tory of Minnesota, lives forev-
er, but only in stereotype and
legend.60 i
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