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The Original Michiganians

For generations, most schoolchildren have been told by well-meaning teachers 
that their national heritage began in 1492 with Christopher Columbus’ discov-
ery of America. Scandinavian scholars have objected to this interpretation, 
claiming that Leif Ericson arrived in North America before Columbus. In an 
effort to retain their national pride, Italian historians countered by promoting 
another of their countrymen, Amerigo Vespucci, as the true discoverer of 
America. European arguments over who discovered the North American con-
tinent are interesting, but they ignore a basic fact: non-Europeans lived on the 
continent for at least 14,000 years before any European arrival. Thus, it is 
impossible for any European nation to claim “discovery.” Some scholars refute 
this argument by saying that Europeans can still boast discovery because they 
had never before seen North America. The foolishness of this contention was 
shown in 1975 when an Iroquois college professor from New York boarded a 
plane, flew to Rome, and upon arrival, announced that because his people had 
never been to Italy before he was claiming that land for the Iroquois Nation by 
right of discovery!

Ironically, Indians, so named by Columbus because he was certain that he 
had landed in India, lived in western Europe long before any Europeans estab-
lished permanent colonies in North America. English fishermen, working the 
Newfoundland coast in the early 1500s, captured several natives and took them 
to England as examples of the “savage inhabitants” of the New World. After a 
few years, the amusement of viewing Indians diminished and another fishing 
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expedition returned the captives to their homeland. Immediately these Indians 
spread tales of their adventures and told fascinated friends and relatives of the 
“world across the sea.” English culture and language clearly had intrigued the 
captives and they taught “white man’s words” to their people. Therefore, when 
the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620 they were astounded when a 
descendant of one of those early visitors to England greeted them in English 
and assured them that others in his village spoke the language fluently. While it 
would be an exaggeration to say that Indians knew English “fluently,” it is fair to 
say that Europeans do not even have a valid claim to being the first English-
speaking residents of North America.

Throughout the years whites have been puzzled as to how Indians arrived on 
the continent and from whom they were descended. Several far-fetched ideas 
have been put forth to answer these questions. An early popular theory was that 
Indians came by ferry from Europe. Disbelievers said that such a hypothesis 
was ridiculous and that the only logical answer was that Indians were descend-
ants of people from the lost continents of Mu and Atlantis. In the 1600s, 
Puritans asserted that Indians were descendants of the “Lost Tribe of Israel,” 
who had wandered so long and far that they had been stripped of all godly 
qualities and had become savage “Children of the Devil.” This theory was 
accepted for over two centuries, although it, like the others mentioned, has 
absolutely no basis in fact.

By the late twentieth century, there were two accepted theories on how 
Indians arrived on the North American continent. Most anthropologists believe 
that small bands of Indians crossed the Bering Straits from Siberia approxi-
mately 14,000 years ago. Such a crossing was made possible because during the 
Ice Age sea levels declined and land bridges were formed linking Asia and 
North America. Since the continents are separated by a mere fifty-six miles, it 
is assumed by many anthropologists that ancestors of the modern Eskimo were 
the first settlers of North America. Many Indians, however, accept a second 
theory. They believe that the Creator placed them on the continent, and that 
they have always been its inhabitants. Whichever theory is valid perhaps can-
not be conclusively resolved. However, one point is indisputable: Indians were 
the original native North Americans.

The Three Fires

When Europeans first arrived on the North American continent, approximately 
100,000 Indians, or 10 percent of the total Indian population north of Mexico, 
lived in the Great Lakes region. Of the several tribes residing in what is now 
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Michigan, the most numerous and influential were the Ottawa, Chippewa, and 
Potawatomi. These tribes, which originally were united, split sometime before 
the sixteenth century, with the Ottawa remaining near Mackinac and in the 
lower peninsula, the Chippewa going west and north into Wisconsin and  
the upper peninsula, and the Potawatomi moving down the eastern shore of 
Lake Michigan. All continued to live harmoniously, without defined territorial 
boundaries, and never failed to recognize their common Algonquian language, 
dialect, and culture. They thought of themselves as a family, with the Chippewa 
the elder brother, the Ottawa the next older brother, and the Potawatomi the 
younger brother, and referred to their loose confederation as the “Three Fires.”

The Chippewa, or Ojibwa, who inhabited the northern upper Great Lakes 
area, were the largest Algonquian tribe, estimated at between 25,000 and 35,000 
at the time of European arrival in the New World. In order to survive in their 
harsh environment, the Chippewa lived in small bands, usually consisting of 
five to twenty-five families, who could sustain themselves on the available food 
sources. During the summer, bands moved to good fishing sites and used 
hooks, spears, and nets to catch whitefish, perch, sturgeon, and other food fish. 

Figure 1.1 Indian tribes in the Great Lakes region from the time of European explora-
tion to 1673.
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Men also hunted small game, while the elders, women, and children gathered 
nuts, berries, and honey. A portion of the gatherings and fish catch was dried 
and set aside for use in the winter. In the autumn, wild rice and corn were har-
vested, and hunts for large game, such as deer, moose, and caribou, were organ-
ized. As the “Hunger Moon” of winter set in, food grew scarce and families 
shared what little resources they possessed with their relatives. Sharing those 
items most valuable and scarce was an economic and physical necessity among 
band-level people in order to survive. In the spring, maple sap was collected, 
boiled, and made into syrup and sugar for their own use and trade. While 
Chippewa in the lower peninsula engaged in limited farming, most of the tribe 
acquired agricultural staples through trade with the Ottawa and Wyandot.

Like all band-level people, the Chippewa did not possess highly organized 
political structures. Leadership in their classless society was based on an indi-
vidual’s hunting or fishing skill, physical prowess, warring abilities, or elo-
quence in speech. Leaders had no delegated power but maintained influence 
through acts of kindness, wisdom, generosity, and humility. Positions of leader-
ship always were earned and could not be passed from generation to generation 
as a hereditary right.

Chippewa social structure centered around approximately twenty “super-
families” called clans. Each child belonged to his or her father’s clan, and thus 
clans traced the line of an individual’s descent. Furthermore, because marriage 
had to occur between different clans, a strong intratribal unity was fostered.

The second of the Three Fires, the Ottawa, was estimated to number nearly 
four thousand at the time of white arrival. Living in bark-covered lodges in the 
northwestern two-thirds of the lower peninsula, the Ottawa followed a subsist-
ence pattern similar to that of the Chippewa, except that during the summer 
months they engaged in extensive farming. The Ottawa became known as great 
traders and their name, Adawe, means “to trade.”

Ottawa social and political structures were similar to those of the Chippewa, 
as was the Ottawa religion. The religion of the Ottawa and Chippewa was 
extremely sophisticated. Because Indians had always lived in nature, they 
thought of themselves as merely one of many elements constituting the envi-
ronment. The white concept of man being a special creation apart from nature 
was foreign to every Indian belief of man’s role in the universe. They believed 
that a Great Spirit, Kitchi Manitou, created the heavens and earth, and then 
summoned lesser spirits to control the winds and waters. The sun was the 
father of mankind, the earth its mother. Thunder, lightning, the four winds, 
and certain wildlife were endowed with godlike powers. In the Indians’ animis-
tic belief structure any object, especially crooked trees and odd shaped rocks, 
could possess religious significance.
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To Indians, religion was primarily an individual matter. At puberty each 
child journeyed to an isolated sacred place where a vision was sought through 
fasting. In most instances, a spirit would appear and grant the supplicant a per-
sonal spirit song and instructions for assembling a strong protective medicine 
bag. This spirit became the person’s lifelong guardian, and it was a source of 
great comfort for the individual to know that a spirit was taking personal inter-
est in his life.

Not all spirits were benevolent. Mischievous spirits, or “tricksters,” were ever 
present. These demigods were believed responsible for the annoyances of daily 
life, and all frightening sounds and accidents were caused by these playful, yet 
malevolent, sprites. Snakes and owls were thought to be earthly forms assumed 
by evil gods. Man-eating monsters were believed to dwell in certain sectors of 
the Great Lakes, and no journey was begun without first making offerings to 
appease them.

The most common offering was tobacco. Manitous, or gods, were said to be 
fond of this dried leaf, and it became the link between mortals and spiritual 
powers. Before each harvest it was placed on the ground as a gesture of thanks, 
accompanied with a request for Mother Earth to accept their offer. Tobacco was 
put on streams to assure plentiful harvests of wild rice and bountiful catches of 
fish, on graves to placate the dead, and at all holy sites. The Ottawa and 
Chippewa considered tobacco so sacred that they insisted on smoking it with 
whites at treaty councils to signify that the accord was sanctioned “in the eyes 
of the Great Spirit.” Later missionaries, however, refused to honor what they 
considered “savage superstitions” and collected the tobacco offerings for distri-
bution among their half-blood interpreters.

Chippewa and Ottawa religion was a refined system of cultural beliefs, based 
more on feelings than a formalized creed, which was perpetuated by oral tradi-
tion and adapted to fulfill the spiritual needs of its followers. It was no more 
primitive than the ancient Greek and Roman religion which also used polythe-
ism, legendary cultural heroes, and symbolic rituals to explain the “unexplain-
able.” Indians personified the elements because they were in awe of them and 
wished to demonstrate to the gods their desire to live in harmony, not competi-
tion, with nature. Unfortunately for later Indian‒white relations, only the 
Catholic Jesuit missionaries made any attempt to understand the Indians’ feel-
ings toward their environment.

Missionary work among the Indians of Michigan was doomed to ultimate 
failure because it demanded that Indians undergo a total social and cultural 
revolution. Missionaries did not separate the concepts of Christianity and civi-
lization. They thereby committed themselves to destroying the Indians’ culture 
in order to save their souls and prepare them for life in white society. When the 
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mass of Indians refused to comply with the wishes of the preachers, churchmen 
angrily said that their task was hopeless because “when a tribe or nation has 
reached a certain point in degradation, it is impossible to restore it.” In truth, 
their failure was because of an inability to comprehend the intricate sensibilities 
of the Indian religion. Consequently, among all aspects of Indian culture, reli-
gion best withstood the onslaught of assimilation.

Like other Great Lakes Indians, the Ottawa believed that the most important 
social custom was reciprocity. This was basically the idea of doing something 
for someone, or giving them something, with the expectation that they would 
do something in return. There were three types of reciprocity practiced among 
the Indians. First was general reciprocity. This was usually done between close 
relatives and assumed a balanced exchange. The distinguishing feature of this 
type of reciprocity is that part of the transaction could be based on future con-
siderations; that is, one person would do something immediately and trust the 
other party to do something of equal worth for him in the future. The second 
type was balanced reciprocity. This was the most common form and consisted 
of a straight trade of goods and services assumed to be of equal value. Such a 
trade was made between distant relatives, or nonrelatives, who were not as well 
known to each party. The final type was negative reciprocity. This was extremely 
rare and occurred when one party knowingly attempted to cheat the other. 
When word spread of such behavior, the guilty party was ostracized from future 
trading functions.

Europeans never fully understood reciprocity because in its broadest sense it 
implied sharing as a way of life. The root difference between the races in this 
respect is that Europeans, who believed in private property, hoarded in expec-
tation of gaining increased profits. Indians, by contrast, did not believe in pri-
vate property, but rather had only communal and personal property. Communal 
property belonged to the band as a whole. Personal property belonged to an 
individual and was understood to belong to that person, but could be borrowed 
by anyone. In other words, everyone in a community had access to everyone 
else’s materials. Likewise, it was unthinkable in Indian society, before white 
contact, for one person to have two of an item while another person had none. 
It was understood that everyone would share. Reciprocity and sharing was the 
heart of Indian economic and social organization.

The third major tribe was the Potawatomi, who received their name from the 
Chippewa term “Potawatamink,” which means “people of the place of the fire.” 
Because they were primarily an agricultural people, this name probably derived 
from their practice of burning grass and brush to clear fields for cultivation.

Potawatomi life, like that of their kinsmen, followed the rhythm of the sea-
sons. During the summer, they formed large villages, usually near fertile lands 
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along rivers and streams. Women planted corn, squash, beans, melons, and 
tobacco, while the men took to the forests and waterways to hunt and fish. In 
the fall, final harvesting was made, and the villages were moved into the heart 
of the forests where winter hunting would be best and protection from winter 
winds was afforded by the trees. In the spring, maple sap was collected for use 
as sugar.

The most noteworthy aspect of Potawatomi social structure was the practice 
of polygamy. If a man married women from different clans, the union joined 
not only the individuals but also their entire clans. Marriage thus brought 
together large numbers of people as a family unit. Since it was considered 
essential to have as many relatives as possible to survive and care for each other 
in times of need, this practice was extremely beneficial.

Potawatomi culture, like that of the Ottawa and Chippewa, had well-defined 
roles for every member of society. Men were expected to hunt, fish, trap, trade, 
and defend the tribe. Women farmed, cooked, sewed, made camp, and raised 
children. Youngsters were taught to respect their elders and gain wisdom from 
them. Having been raised amid an atmosphere of love and respect, Indians 
perpetuated a society based on strong family ties.

Effects of White Contact

European arrival in the Great Lakes area during the seventeenth century led to 
gradually increasing disruptions in the comparatively stable Indian culture. 
Initial changes were not great, but as contact became more prolonged and 
intense, its effect on Indians was pronounced. Material culture was the first 
aspect of Indian life to undergo alteration. European trade goods quickly 
brought the substitution of iron knives and axes for those of stone. Iron farm 
implements replaced ones made of wood. Iron and brass arrowheads took the 
place of those from chipped stone. Brass kettles displaced native pottery vessels, 
and ultimately guns replaced bows, arrows, and lances.

By the mid-1700s, Michigan’s Indians were almost completely dependent 
upon European trade goods. Many Indians no longer made their own tools, 
utensils, or weapons, and, as a result, native skills in handicraft gradually 
diminished. Economic dependency altered the Indians’ relationship to the 
environment by disrupting the traditional subsistence hunting-and-gathering 
pattern. Because Indians could not obtain European merchandise without sup-
plying furs, which had become the established medium of exchange, they 
placed an ever-increasing emphasis on hunting and trapping. Even agricultural 
bands turned to the forests to provide them with currency to purchase white 
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trade goods. No longer was the food quest the dominant reason to hunt, and no 
longer was the balance of nature an important consideration. The overriding 
goal then had to be successful commercial hunting—the increasing slaughter of 
animals for their pelts. As the fur supply dwindled in their home area, many 
Indians ventured beyond their own territory into that of their enemies. Often 
these dangerous treks took them so far from their camps that they could bring 

Figure 1.2 Indians ceded their lands to the United States government by a series of 
treaties. This map shows how the federal government obtained title to Michigan from 
the state’s original owners. Base map data source from RS&GIS, Michigan State 
University (www.rsgis.msu.edu).
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back only the furs, while leaving the once invaluable meat behind to rot. Indians 
took many risks in order to assure continued favor of the white traders.

Eventually, white contact caused changes in the Indian political structure. The 
traditional classless society with leaders who led by example was transformed 
into one with powerful chiefs holding well-defined positions of authority. 
Whites expected Indians to have leaders with power to speak for an entire band. 
To satisfy this expectation, and to expedite trade and treaty making, chiefs were 
voluntarily granted by their followers previously unknown amounts of respon-
sibility. White contact even resulted in the creation of the position of “trading 
chief,” whose sole function was to negotiate trade agreements for his band.

Introduction of whiskey among the Indians by European traders also had a 
marked impact upon their culture. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, a lifelong observer 
of Michigan’s Indians, wrote that “whiskey is the great means of drawing from 
him [the Indian] his furs and skins.” The sad result was that Indians often 
would even sell their personal and family possessions to buy alcohol. Schoolcraft 
further believed that the introduction and use of alcohol, along with white-
induced diseases, idleness, and a lack of food, accounted for the Indians’ grad-
ual population decline. His observation was accurate, as these forces reduced 
the number of Indians in Michigan to an estimated 8,000 by 1900. Clearly, 
Indian involvement in the fur trade started a dramatic, and disastrous, change 
in native culture.

Effects of Assimilation

In the decade following the Civil War, Michigan’s Indians experienced a rebirth 
of cultural pride. During the first seventy years of the nineteenth century 
Michigan’s Indians had ceded their land to the federal government by treaties, 
accepted missionaries, and welcomed settlers. They had dealt with whites in 
good faith and sought to live harmoniously with them. By 1870, however, 
Indians began to reassess their relationship with whites. They noted that in 
return for their friendship, government officials had refused to protect them 
from timber thieves and speculators. Indian agents often used their position to 
defraud, rather than protect, their wards. Missionaries, who had promised  
to educate Indians and prepare them for life in white society, often had proved 
to be false friends, involved in graft and land frauds. Settlers, forgetting the aid 
given them by Indians in the past, began to depict Indians as obstacles to civi-
lization and progress. Bitter memories of this type of white injustice and ingrat-
itude made Indians resentful of all attempts to assimilate them into a society 
they had grown to consider corrupt and treacherous. Indian hatred of whites 
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grew in proportion to the increased numbers of frauds and swindles perpe-
trated upon them. Although they were too poor and ignorant of their rights to 
protest actively against white treachery, Michigan’s Indians were determined to 
do more than suffer in stoic silence. Most resolved that they would never totally 
abandon their native heritage and become “red white men.” White culture 
would be adopted only as it became necessary for survival.

Oblivious to rising Indian hatred, Indian Department officials noted only 
the superficial change occurring in the Indians’ way of life. They claimed that 
Indian willingness to accept private property, wear white-style dress, attend 
Christian churches, learn English and arithmetic, and work at “white man’s 
labor” was proof that Indians were eager to abandon their old ways and become 
civilized. Michigan’s Indians were touted by department officials in the 1870s  
as being contented, prosperous “models of assimilation.”

Department officials were incorrect, however, as the state’s Indians were not 
“models.” They attended Christian churches not because they believed that 
Christianity was a superior religion, but rather to placate their Methodist 
Indian agents, receive food, shelter, and clothing, and partake in social gather-
ings and festivals. They went to “white schools” to learn basic skills in order to 
survive in communities filled with people eager to cheat them. White-style 
dress was accepted partly because it was received as gifts and partly because it 
was not perceived as a threat to native culture. Some worked at “white indus-
tries” because they needed money to feed and clothe their families, but most 
chose labor that involved their native skills of hunting, fishing, forestry, and 
manufacture of artifacts. What federal officials thought was a willingness to 
assimilate was, in reality, an attempt to preserve Indian culture while living in 
white society. Indians accepted elements of white culture to supplement, not 
supplant, their native beliefs.

Michigan’s Indian residents desired only equality from their white neigh-
bors. They wanted fair treatment under the law, wages comparable to those 
paid whites, and, most of all, they wanted to share in the freedoms promised all 
Americans in the Bill of Rights. Indians neither possessed religious freedom 
nor received due process of law. Despite theoretical “full equality” granted by 
the 1850 state constitution, Michigan’s Indians, by virtue of their race, religion, 
and economic condition, were second-class citizens. At the turn of the twenti-
eth century, the state’s Ottawa, Chippewa, and Potawatomi would have been 
satisfied with “separate but equal” status, as they believed that their lives would 
be improved if isolated from the evils of liquor, moral debauchery, disease, and 
corruption associated with white society.

Sincere friends of the Indians tried to assist them but were thwarted by state 
politicians and judges controlled by lumber and railroad interests. To most 
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whites, Indians were not human beings, but obstacles to economic growth for 
the state. Accordingly, avarice took precedence over humanitarianism, and the 
state’s Indians continued to be denied both moral and legal justice.

Indians in Modern Michigan

During the twentieth century, Michigan’s Indians fared little better. Following 
World War I, American industry boomed and income soared, but Michigan’s 
Indians did not share in the prosperity. Because they were not white, they were 
not hired to work in the automobile plants and other related industries— 
industries that needed workers so urgently that they recruited them from other 
states! In desperation, many Indians decided to become “white,” to give up their 
cultural heritage and try to conceal their Indian blood simply to obtain a job 
and survive. Even this failed, however, for a study made for Governor William 
G. Milliken in 1970 related that poverty was still the rule among Indian house-
holds, especially in rural areas.

In 1970, nearly 40 percent of Indian households had incomes less than the 
national poverty level of $3,000 and 29 percent of rural families brought home 
less than $1,000. In rural regions much of the low income level was because of 
a high number of retired persons living on Social Security, but omitting these 
people from the survey left almost 40 percent of the rural households earning 
less than $3,000. This economic plight grew worse, as the 1980 census revealed 
49 percent of Michigan Indian households were near or below the national 
poverty line, compared to the state average of 11 percent.

Much of the poverty was a direct result of extremely high levels of unemploy-
ment among Indians. Approximately 25 percent of heads of Indian households 
in 1970 were out of work, and among those heads of households under thirty-
five years of age the figure increased to 39 percent. Most of this was because of 
a lack of training and education. Indian children in Michigan in 1970 had a  
60 percent dropout rate from high school. Some left school because they felt 
alienated, others left because they did not think that a “white education” would 
benefit them, and still others left because they had to help support their fami-
lies. Despite the various reasons, they did not receive a diploma, and without at 
least a high-school degree, the only jobs available were low paying, unskilled, 
manual labor.

Poverty directly creates another problem—poor health. Among unemployed 
heads of households nearly 30 percent reported a physical disability that 
restricted the types of labor they could do. Poor health affects the entire house-
hold of poverty-stricken people, and the very young are especially hard hit. 
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Infant mortality, which was 20 per 1,000 among the general population in 1970, 
reached 90 per 1,000 among Indians, and 16 percent of all urban Indian fami-
lies interviewed for the governor’s survey claimed to have lost a child within 
one year of its birth.

Another problem Indians face is how to get to a potential job. Among 
employed Indians in 1970, nearly 40 percent had to travel more than five miles 
daily to get to their place of work and 75 percent of these people owned an 
automobile that was in good operating condition. However, 60 percent of the 
unemployed Indians did not have access to an automobile and could not get to 
a job even if one were offered.

Yet another reason for high unemployment among Indians is the lack of 
available child care. Nearly 20 percent of Indian heads of households in 1970 
were women. However, a mother could not accept a job if she had to pay  
a babysitter because there was no one available to care for her children. 
Consequently, many women remained on Aid to Dependent Children or 
welfare.

In the final twenty-five years of the twentieth century, however, Michigan’s 
Indians began to make significant strides to better their economic condition, 

Figure 1.3 The poverty of rural Indians in modern Michigan is evident in this photo 
of a typical home in the upper peninsula. Courtesy of the Archives of Michigan, negative 
#10508.

0002062658.INDD   12 11/29/2013   2:13:08 PM



The Original Michiganians﻿ 13

but their success elicited a new wave of anti-Indian sentiment throughout the 
state. In May 1979 Federal Judge Noel Fox issued a decision reaffirming the 
rights of the state’s Indians, as set forth by an 1836 treaty, to fish on the Great 
Lakes. The Department of Natural Resources and the state’s sport fishermen 
protested the decision on the incorrect assumption that it granted Indians 
unregulated and unlimited fishing, a practice that could quickly deplete the 
lakes. Many upper peninsula residents, especially near Sault Ste. Marie, threat-
ened physical violence to stop Indian fishermen.

Virtually all of the fears of sport fishermen were unwarranted. Judge Fox’s 
decision did not permit unregulated fishing, but rather instructed Indians  
to work with the Department of the Interior to establish mechanisms for  
self-regulation, management, and enforcement. Moreover, Indians were com-
mercial fishermen, and it would have been contrary to their best interests to 
overfish the lakes. Nevertheless, conservation groups kept up their relentless 
criticisms.

In an attempt to quell the unrest, in 1985 a fifteen-year plan for joint use and 
management of the Great Lakes was agreed upon by the federal government, 
the state of Michigan, and the Indians. The treaty waters of Lakes Superior, 
Michigan, and Huron were divided into three management zones with defined 
uses, fishing techniques, and allowable catch limitations. Indians were granted 
exclusive rights to commercial fishing on the lakes, and in return they con-
sented to relinquish claims to certain sectors of the lakes and not to do com-
mercial fishing in designated sport fishing areas. As well, Indians pledged both 
to use trap, rather than gill, nets in selected areas so that sport species of fish 
could be released safely and to avoid totally fishing in trout rehabitation areas.

To fulfill the terms of the 1985 pact, in August 2000, representatives of the 
federal government, the State of Michigan, and the Indians signed an agree-
ment aimed at rebuilding the fish population in the upper Great Lakes and 
improving strained relations between whites and Indians living in the northern 
lower peninsula and upper peninsula. This pact called for Indians to sharply 
reduce their use of large-mesh gill nets and replace them with trap nets. The 
State of Michigan agreed to pay $17 million to buy boats equipped with trap 
nets and give them to Indian fishermen. For its part, the federal government 
consented to pay $8.3 million to the tribal governments of the five bands of 
Ottawa and Chippewa affected by the new agreement.

Another positive economic advance for the state’s Indians was casino gam-
bling. Beginning with a single Indian-owned casino at Sault Ste. Marie on  
July 4, 1984, reservation casinos expanded rapidly during the following twenty 
years. In 2011 Michigan’s twenty-two Indian casinos represented a $1.4 billion-
a-year industry that offered not only employment for 19,800 people, but also 
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respect from the business community and the promise of a better life for their 
children. In 2004, the Sault Ste. Marie Chippewa, the largest federally recog-
nized Indian tribe east of the Mississippi River, for example, spent $2 million in 
casino profits on tribal social programs such as road construction, improved 
police and fire protection, ambulance service, and community and school rec-
reation programs, and set aside another $5 million in a tribal trust fund. By 
2007, the tribe had opened ten health-care centers in the upper peninsula, 
making it the largest health-care provider for Indians throughout the Great 
Lakes region. In the lower peninsula, the Little Traverse Bay Band of Ottawa, 
whose casino in Petoskey had made the tribe the second largest employer in 
Emmet County, has contributed more than $7.7 million to the Petoskey com-
munity as its share of gaming revenues, including nearly $1.2 million in 2006. 
A further economic boom for the state’s Indians began in 1993, when Governor 
John Engler signed a compact with the state’s seven tribes, clearing the way for 
discussion of Indian-operated off-reservation casinos in Detroit, Flint, and 
Port Huron. Taking advantage of this compact, as of 2007 the Sault Ste. Marie 
Tribe had established five off-tribal land casinos, including the Greektown 
Casino in Detroit. Also by 2012, the number of federally funded tribes in 
Michigan had grown to twelve and the number of Indian-operated casinos on 
tribal land had reached twenty-two, with legislative approval pending for 
another twenty-two. In accordance with the agreement between Governor 
Engler and the Indians to permit casino gambling with an exclusive right to slot 
machines, 8 percent of that revenue was required to be returned to the state to 
be used for economic development. Among the projects assisted by the Indian 
contributions was the construction of Comerica Park, which received  
$55 million from the fund to purchase land and pay for the demolition of build-
ings on the site of the Detroit Tigers’ new home. In 2010 the tribal casinos paid 
$61 million dollars to state and local governments. Thus, for the first time since 
the arrival of Europeans, Indians have hope for economic independence; yet, 
more must be done.

In the face of such obstacles as racial discrimination and stereotyping, the 
plight of Michigan’s Indians, who, according to the 2000 census number 
58,479 or .06 percent of the state’s population, will not be easy to alleviate, but 
it can be accomplished. Throughout the state, Indian community action 
groups are dedicating themselves to support for improved educational oppor-
tunities. In the United States, in order to succeed, an education is an absolute 
necessity. Educated people receive better jobs, have better health, and enjoy 
the fruits of society. Education is the key that will unlock the chains of centu-
ries of repression for Michigan’s Indians. There is no other acceptable 
alternative.

0002062658.INDD   14 11/29/2013   2:13:08 PM



The Original Michiganians﻿ 15

For Further Reading

Several excellent works have been published describing Indian customs, religion, and 
way of life. Among the most readable and informative are W. Vernon Kinietz, The Indians﻿ 
of the Wes﻿tern Great Lakes﻿, 1675–1760 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1940) 
and Chippewa Village: The Story of Katikitegon (Bloomfield Hills: Cranbrook Institute of 
Science, 1947); George I. Quimby, Indian Life in the Upper Great Lakes﻿ (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1960); Robert E. and Pat Ritzenthaler, The Woodland Indians﻿ 
of the Wes﻿tern Great Lakes﻿ (Garden City: Natural History Press, 1970); Charles E. Cleland, 
A Brief His﻿tory of Michigan Indians﻿ (Lansing: John M. Munson Publication, Michigan 
History Division, Michigan Dept. of State, 1975); R. David Edmunds, The Potawatomis﻿: 
Keepers﻿ of the Fire (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1978); and Edmund J. 
Danziger, Jr., The Chippewas﻿ of Lake Superior (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1978). Archaeological background of Michigan’s earliest inhabitants may be found in 
John R. Halsey (ed.) Retrieving Michigan’s﻿ Buried Pas﻿t: The Archaeology of the Great Lakes﻿ 
State (Bloomfield Hills: Cranbrook Institute of Science, 1999).

Specialized topics concerning Indian life are covered in Gertrude Kurath, Michigan 
Indian Fes﻿tivals﻿ (Ann Arbor: Ann Arbor Publishers, 1966); Frances Densmore, 
Chippewa Cus﻿toms﻿ (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1929); Bruce A. 
Rubenstein, “To Destroy a Culture: Indian Education in Michigan, 1855–1900,” 
Michigan His﻿tory, LX (Summer 1976); Bernard C. Peters, “Hypocrisy on the Great Lakes 
Frontier: The Use of Whiskey by the Department of Indian Affairs,” The Michigan 
His﻿torical Review (Fall 1992); Susan E. Gray, “Limits and Possibilities: Indian-White 
Relations in Western Michigan in the Era of Removal,” The Michigan His﻿torical Review 
(Fall 1994); James E. Clifton, “Michigan Indians: Tribe, Nation, Estate, Racial, Ethnic, or 
Special Interest Group,” The Michigan His﻿torical Review (Fall 1994); Donald L. Fixico, 
“The Alliance of the Three Fires in Trade and War, 1630–1812,” The Michigan His﻿torical 
Review (Fall 1994); and Melissa F. Pflug, “Politics of Great Lakes Indian Religion,” The 
Michigan His﻿torical Review (Fall 1992).

Early efforts to depict Indian life are always interesting, but must be read with care, as 
their scholarship is often faulty. The three best and most accurate accounts written in 
the nineteenth century are Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Pers﻿onal Memoirs﻿ of a Res﻿idence of 
Thirty Years﻿ with the Indians﻿ on the American Frontier .  .  . 1812–1842 (Philadelphia: 
Lippincot, Grambo & Co., 1845); William W. Warren, A His﻿tory of the Ojibway Nation 
(Minneapolis: Ross and Haines, 1957 reprint); and Andrew J. Blackbird, His﻿tory of the 
Ottawa and Chippewa Indians﻿ of Michigan (Ypsilanti: Ypsilanti Job Press, 1887).

Among the most recent accounts are Charles E. Cleland, Rites﻿ of Conques﻿t (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992), which offers a detailed general history of 
the state’s Indians, and Edmund J. Danziger, Jr., Survival and Regeneration (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1991), which sets forth the struggle of Detroit’s Indian 
residents during the twentieth century. A more archeological perspective is Henriette 
Mertz, The Mys﻿tic Symbol: Mark of Michigan Mound Builders﻿ (Colfax, Wisconsin: 
Hayriver Press, 2009).
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