The Burt Lake Rip-Off

by George Cornell

With this issue of the Michigan Voice we
bhegin a periodic series entitled *People’s
History Of Michigan."" The purpose of this
pave is to present the “other side’" of our
past and to perhaps paint a truer picture of
what has happened before us. Your con-
tributions & suggestions are welcome.

n a ciiiiy nmight in 1900, the
UBurI Lake Band of Ottawas and
Chippewas watched as Sheriff

Fred R. Ming and John McGinn set fire to
their homes at *‘Indian’® Point on Burt
Lake. This tragic event ended centuries of
living at the traditional village site. It was
one of the cruelest actions ever taken
against Native Americans in the state of
Michigan.

The Burt Lake Band of Ottawas and
Chippewas, sometimes historically referred
to as the Cheboygan Band, had resided at
Burt Lake long before Columbus
“*discovered” America. The Burt Lake
Village was situated on a traditional portage
route from Little Traverse Bay to
Mack inaw and Sault Ste. Marie. The village
was a fishing site, and extensive trade was
engaged In as summer travelers moved
through the region

Immigration into the Great Lakes area
eventually pressured Native peoples 1o cede
lands to the United States federal govern-
ment. The Treaty at Washington in March
of 1836 resulted in the Burt Lake Band
ceding large tracts of land to the U.S. i
return for annuity payments and the
establishment of a 1000 acre reservation.
The second article of the 1836 Treaty states,
“One tract of one thousand acres to be
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located by Chingassanoo, or the Big Sail,
on the Cheboygan."” Chingassanoo was the
head of the Burt Lake Band at this period
of time, and the located reservation was on
Indian Point at Burt Lake.

These lands were to be held in common
for a fNve-year period of time, unless the
federal government “‘shall grant them per-
mission to remain on said lands for a longer
period.”” The five-year provision was even-
tually extended and the Burt Lake Band

continued to reside at their traditional
village site. The land cession that the Burt
Lake Band of Ottawas and Chippewas

paraticipated in  allowed Michigan to
become a State of the Union in 1837,
Unfortunately though, the threat of

removal to Indian Territory was becoming a
reality in Michigan in 1839, and many of
the Burt Lake Band members were forced
to flee Canada so that they would not be
forcibly moved to what is now
Oklahoma/Kansas. It was during this
period of time that the Band, under the
direction of Kieshegoway, purchased 411
acres of the reservation land (which was
technically not open for purchase because it
was held in trust by the U.S.) as a response
to the threatened removal. Between 1848
and 1850, the federal government issued
patents for the purchased lands and
transferred the trusteeship of those proper-
ties to the governor of the state of
Michigan.

Even though the Band's properties were
held in trust by the governor of the state of
Michigan and his successors in office, the
Burt Lake lands were protected under the
Seventh Article of the Treaty at Detroit in
1855. Township 35 and 36 North, Range 3
west, were reserved for the Burt Lake Band.
Village life continued for the Burt Lake
Band, and they felt secure in their homes.
They were certain that their communally
held lands could not be allienated because
they were held in trust by the governor of
Michigan.

The trusteeship of the governor was not a
very active one, though, and the Burt Lake
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Chippewa Indians hunting deer in northern Michigan around the turn of the

century.

Band's properties were illegally placed on
the county tax rolls in the 1890's. John
MeGinn, a local lumberman began paying
the assessed taxes on the lands and even-
tually filed for a writ of possession in 1899
Judge Oscar Adams issued the writ of
possession in 1899, but at the time was
totally ignorant of the state of Michigan's
responsibility of trusteeship on behalf of
the Burt Lake Band. With the writ of
possession, McGinn called upon Sheriff
Ming to dispossess the Indians.

In the fall of 1899, the Burt Lake Band
members were physically removed from
their property, yet the spring of 1900 found
the Band members returning to their
rightful homes. Again, armed with the writ
of possession, McGinn requested Sheriff
Ming to accompany him to evict the Burt
Lake Band. This time McGinn would make
sure that the Burt Lake Band would not
return to their ancestral village. On that
rainy evening in October of 1900, McGinn
doused the Indian’s homes with kerosene
and burned them to the ground.

During the period prior to the burning of
their homes, Burt Lake Band members
sought assistance from Indian agents,
superintendents and they even wrote a letter
to President Theodore Roosevelt seeking
aid. There is little question that the Burt
Lake lands were illegally placed on the tax
rolls of Cheboygan County. Judge Oscar
Adams, after issuing the writ of possession
for the lands, later stated that he would
never have given the order had he known of
the trust relationship between the Burt Lake
Band and the state of Michigan or been
aware of the provisions of the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787, All of these statements
and efforts didn't change the course of
events: the Burt Lake Band of Ottawas and
Chippewas were forced to leave their tradi-
tional and legal residence.

In December of 1900, Governor Hazen
Pingree sought to return lands to the Burt
Lake Band. He traveled to Washington to
clarify the issue with the Interior Depart-
ment and publicly stated before leaving for
the Capitol that: “*The state of Michigan
owes these Indians heavy damages, which 1
will see are paid. It is an outrage.””

Unfortunately, Governor Pingree died
shortly after returning to Michigan from
Washington. The State Legislature did not
act on the Burt Lake issue until 1903. In
that year, the legislature passed Joint
Resolution, No. 20, which returned 400
acres of land to the Burt Lake Band. This
resolution was never acted upon, and this
very day, the Burt Lake Band has not

i tatives

received compensation for the loss of lands
at Burt Lake.

The tragedy of the Burt Lake Band has
been virtually ignored by the state of
Michigan during the twentieth century. Yet,
during this same period of time, the Burt
Lake Band of Ottawas and Chippewas have
been seeking redress for the loss of their
ancestral lands. In 1911, Band members at-
tempted to settle the issue by seeking
assistance from the Attorney General of the
United States, and again, their pleas fell on
deaf ears. In 1935, the Band attempted to
reorganize under the Indian Reorganization
Act of 1934. These efforts also failed, but
the Burt Lake Band continued to function
as a cohesive group and worked toward ob-
taining lands that were rightfully theirs. In
1956, Jonas Shawanesse made a presenta-
tion to Governor Williams, but the gover-
nor was more interested in Native American
arts and crafts than in upholding the state
of Michigan’s responsibility to return the
400 acres of land to the Burt Lake Band.

Efforts continued to gain a settlement
with the state of Michigan throughout the
1960's and 1970's. These efforts culminated
with negotiations in 1981 and 1982 with the
Milliken Administration.

The Burt Lake Band met with represen-
of the Governor's office and
negotiated in good faith. The administra-
tion was represented by Ron Quincy, the
present Director of the State Department of
Civil Rights, and the State of Michigan
made certain demands upon the Burt Lake
Band. They asked for an economic develop-
ment plan, a housing plan, and
demographic information about the poten-
tial occupants on lands which would be
transferred to the Band. The Burt Lake
Band complied with these requests and the
State’s representative told the Band that the
Milliken administration was working
towards a reconveyance of land to the Burt
Lake Band by December 31, 1982 (the date
Governor Milliken left office).

December 31 came and went, and the
Milliken administration made no serious ef-
fort to live up to the public statements they
made to the Burt Lake Band. The issue still
remains unsettled, and the Burt Lake Band
is still seeking justice.

At the present time, the Burt Lake Band
has requested a meeting with Michigan's
new Governor, James Blanchard. They are
hopeful that the new administration will
deal in an honest and forthright manner. Il
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