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A HISTORY OF NATIVE AMERICANS IN MICHIGAN 
October 6, 2022  by Roger Harms  A Summary of Material used at a class  
 
Introduction: Study at Trinity Lutheran Church. 

  In March and April of 2022, about twenty individuals met at Trinity Lutheran Church, 
Ann Arbor, for five weeks for a Lenten study regarding the Indigenous Peoples and their history 
in Washtenaw County, Michigan, and North America, and how to proceed with Justice in 2022.  
Jim Hughes and Roger Harms facilitated the study. 

We also studied issues that are important to all Indigenous Peoples such as boarding 
schools, Indigenous Peoples’ Day, and Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, that can be 
connected to the Doctrine of Discovery. 
 
Prelude:  The Doctrine of Discovery 
Prelude One: Living Lutheran Magazine, “Beyond a Resolution”    *A)1) 

 In the “Living Lutheran” magazine, November 2021, article “Beyond a Resolution” and 
its study guide, there is a discussion of the Doctrine of Discovery.  “Pope Nicholas V issued a 
decree in 1452 that laid the foundation for the Doctrine of Discovery.  His decree gave King 
Alfonso V of Portugal authority to enslave non-Christian peoples  …  Successive papal decrees 
solidified and expanded the doctrine.” … “In 1823, the U. S. Supreme Court incorporated the 
Doctrine of Discovery into U.S. law. … that discovery gave an exclusive right to extinguish the 
Indian title of occupancy.”  … “Indigenous peoples say the harm done to them by Europeans in 
the name of the Doctrine of Discovery includes the death of thousands of ancestors and loss of 
land, power, religion, self-determination, culture and language.  American Indians and Alaska 
Natives say the effects continue today and are evidenced in statistics.”      *A)1) 
 “The 2016 (ELCA) Churchwide Assembly’s ‘Repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery’ 
called for the ELCA to follow up  … ‘To repudiate explicitly and clearly the European- derived 
doctrine of discovery as an example of the ‘improper mixing of the power of the church and the 
power of the sword’”.      *A)1),  *A)2) 
 “In response, the ELCA Church Council approved on Sept. 27, 2021, ‘A Declaration of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America to American Indian and Alaska Native People.’ 
      “We confess that we have not listened to the stories of Indigenous people  … 
      “We confess that we are complicit in the annihilation of Native peoples  … 
      “We commit to working toward the elimination of racism  …. 
      “We commit to better understanding the Doctrine of Discovery, identifying the ways in 
which it is still being used  … 
      “We commit to strengthening our anti-oppression efforts with a greater focus on realizing 
justice and equity for Indigenous people.”   *A)1),  *A)3) 
 
Prelude Two: Mark Charles, Navajo, and the Doctrine of Discovery 

 Mark Charles, of Navajo and Dutch American descent, in a Ted Talk, “We, the People”, 
(especially the first 7:10 minutes) talks about the Papal Bull of 1452 which mentions conquering 
lands that are not Christian, and reducing their people to perpetual slavery. Mr. Charles also 
quotes the United States Declaration of Independence talking about the “merciless Indian 
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savages”, after saying that all men are created equal.  He also notes in the U.S. Constitution 
Article 1, Section 2, that Indians are specifically not included.       *B) 
 Mark Charles also gives a much longer discussion of the Doctrine of Discovery in his Ted 
Talk, “Race, Trauma and the Doctrine of Discovery.”      *C) 
 Another good resource is the book by Mark Charles and Soong-Chan Rah, “Unsettling 
Truths:  The Ongoing Dehumanizing Legacy of the Doctrine of Discovery”     *D) 
 
1) Native Americans in Michigan. 
 The last Native American tribes in southeastern Michigan were the 
Bodewadmi/Potawatomi, Ojibwe/Cherokee, Odawa/Ottawa, and the Wyandots.  They were 
removed from this part of Michigan by the 1807 Treaty of Detroit.  There are no reservations in 
southeastern Michigan at this time, but there are several Indigenous organizations and many 
natives in this area. 
 Today the lower peninsula of Michigan has various federally recognized bands of the 
Potawatomi, Cherokee and Ottawa. They consider themselves to be called the “Three Fires 
Confederacy”, also called the “Anishinabe”. 
 At http://www.native-land.ca , they also include the Mississauga, Miami, Peoria and Fox 
peoples who lived in the area of Washtenaw County in the past. 
 
2) From the book by W. B. Hinsdale, “The Indians of Washtenaw County, 
Michigan”, 1927     *E) 
 Any older map of the location of Native tribes in Michigan in history can only be 
considered to be true for a short period of time.  The tribes were moving around.  The tribes of 
the Algonquin nation were generally around the area of Michigan, perhaps for several hundred 
years.  Later some of the Iroquois nation moved into the Detroit area of Canada.  They were 
first known as the Hurons and later as the Wyandots.  They mixed and mingled with the 
Algonquins, cooperating with each other rather than fighting.  (pages 8-9) 
 The Miami lived in southeastern Michigan, and Washtenaw County.  “Little Turtle, the 
great Miami chief, born in 1752 … said that ‘My fathers kindled the first fire in Detroit.’”  “There 
was a Miami village at Detroit in 1703.”  But the Potawatomi moved in and forced the Miami 
out of Michigan into Ohio.   (page 10) 

“The Ottawa  … came from Canada east of Lake Huron. …  They were Algonquian and 
closely allied with the Chippewa and Potawatomi and had friendly relations, from necessity 
with the refugee Wyandots and Hurons.”  “The great Pontiac was an Ottawa chief.  … Pontiac 
had a nephew, Okemos, something of a respectable Indian to begin with and a renegade to end 
with, who used to visit Ann Arbor in the early days, followed by a reckless band of dissolute 
Indians and half-breeds.”      (pages 11-12) 

 “The Chippewa or Ojibway were one of the great Algonquian tribes who always had to 
be reckoned with after they became known to the Whites, which was as early as 1640.  Their 
original home, so far as can be determined, was north and northeast of Lake Superior.”  “The 
Chippewa were a party to every treaty in which Michigan lands were involved, except the one 
with the Six Nations at Fort Stanwix in 1784.”  (page 12) 
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The Sauk/Sack “were more numerous upon the west side of Lake Michigan in Wisconsin, 
but a large band of them at one time lived around the head of Saginaw Bay.”  “The Potawatomi, 
Ottawa and Chippewa were unfriendly to the Sauk.” 

“The Sauk of Saginaw country were much reduced by warfare with their enemies and 
were obliged to leave the district.  Numbers of them escaped to the southern part of the state.  
The Old Indian trail from Detroit to Chicago was known as the Sauk trail.”  “In the southwestern 
part of the county there were two trails following up the River Raisin to Manchester.  The trail 
upon the west bank was used by the Sauk.”   “A treaty was negotiated at Fort Harmer  … on 
January 9, 1789.  The Sauk were a party to this treaty.  The treaty of Greenville in 1793, March 
3, was signed  … but the Sauk evidently had become so few that they were a negligible party by 
that time.”    (pages 13-14) 

The Mascoutens “lived in the central part of the Lower Peninsula. …  They may have had 
lodges as far east as the Saline River.  … Since they were parties to no treaties concerning 
Michigan territory, they were not regarded as having any land right to relinquish.”    (page 15) 

The Wyandots and the Hurons “were one and the same people and … of Iroquoian 
stock.  After a respite from the necessity of getting out of Canada and winning a foothold west 
of Lake Huron they regained their tribal confidence and became people of importance in 
eastern Michigan…  There was a Wyandot village and cemetery at Ypsilanti.  What other lodges 
they had in the county we cannot say, but no doubt there were several sites which cannot now 
be located.  …  After they relinquished their claims and titles in the treaty of Detroit in 1807 
they were reluctant to vacate their homes and hunting grounds.    (pages 15-16) 

The Foxes.  “They lived in Wisconsin … In retaliation against the French and in supposed 
secret league with the Iroquois, they came in 1712, to eastern Michigan with the determination 
to destroy Detroit.  …  After … several days of fighting, the Foxes withdrew.  During this foray, in 
going, coming or while staying in the vicinity of the Detroit River and Lake St. Clair, they must 
have depended somewhat upon the Washtenaw hunting grounds.  Such parties had to live 
entirely off the country and the daily means of subsistence required that hunting parties be 
kept constantly in the woods looking for game for miles around. “    (page 16) 

“Mahican. In April, 1680, La Sale, accompanied by four other Frenchmen and a Mahican 
Indian, went down the Huron River.”     (page 16)    

“The treaty of Detroit, 1807, was the fourth purchase that was made of the counties of 
… Washtenaw … .  This bargain eliminated the Chippewa, Ottawa, Potawatomi and Wyandots 
as claimants to the area involved, and, while they ceded their lands unconditionally, they were 
unwilling to relinquish possession.”  “Washtenaw County was, at this period, a common hunting 
ground for these four tribes.  The Chippewa at one time or another undoubtedly had villages 
and hunted in every county of the state. They … are estimated to have numbered about 25,000 
in 1764.”   (page 13)  
 
3) Treaties with Native Americans in Michigan - 1807 to 1855    *F), *G), *H), *J) 
The 1807 Treaty of Detroit:      *E), *G), *H) 

William Hull, governor of the Michigan Territory and the superintendent of Indian 
Affairs, was the sole representative of the United States.   The Chippewa, Potawatomi, Ottawa 
and the Wyandots were the only tribes left in southeastern Michigan.  On November 17, 1807,  
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the tribes ceded claim to the land in southeastern Michigan and northwestern Ohio.  For the 8 
million acres, they received 1.2 cents per acre.  The vast majority of funds were in the form of 
annuities to each tribe.  They had hunting and fishing rights, but could not live in the area. They 
did not want to leave, but had to.  The Huron Potawatomi received land reservations in 
southwest Michigan and northern Indiana. 
           Some recent comments by Brandon Chenal, Grand Portage band of Ojibwe, regarding the 
1807 Treaty of Detroit: 

• The treaty was to confirm and perpetuate their friendship. 
• Article 5: They had the privilege to hunt and fish on US property. (Most treaties called it 

a right). 
• Article 6: They were to stay on their reservations and away from white people.  Most 

reservations are located on poor soil. 
• Article 7: “The said nations of Indians acknowledge themselves to be under the 

protection of the United States, and no other power, and will prove by their conduct that 
they are worthy of so great a blessing”. 

“The Treaty of Detroit, 1807, was made of the counties of Monroe, Lenawee, Wayne, 
Washtenaw, Macomb, Oakland, Livingston, St. Clair, Lapeer, and Genesee and portions of 
Jackson, Ingham, Shiawassee, Tuscola and Sanilac.”         *E) 

 It included the present day towns of Adrian, Chelsea, Flint, and Sandusky.  The towns of 
Jackson, Lansing and Saginaw were outside the area of the treaty. 
 

         
Original map of 1807 Treaty of Detroit Present day map of 1807 Treaty of Detroit 
Published by Wikipedia       *H) 
 
The 1819 Treaty of Saginaw 

This was between Lewis Cass, governor of the Michigan Territory, and the tribes of the 
Chippewa, Ottawa and Potawatomi.  On September 24, 1819, the tribes ceded 6 million acres 
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for a promise of $1,000 each year, with hunting and fishing rights.  The U S government 
promised a blacksmith and tools to help with farming.  On this land, the United States started to 
build roads. 

This includes eastern Michigan (not including the Treaty of 1807 area) from Lansing and 
north, including the northern part of the thumb, and along Lake Huron up to Alpena. 
 

 
 
Map of Treaties from 1807 to 1855 ( from Michigan Historical Society)      * F) 

 
The 1821 Treaty of Chicago 

Lewis Cass, Michigan territorial governor, went to Chicago to get more lands.  He met 
with 3000 members of the Potawatomi, Ojibwe (Chippewa), and Odawa (Ottawa) tribes.  They 
ceded nearly 5 million acres of lower Michigan, south of the Grand River, except for small 
reservations.  The Grand River flows through Lansing, Ionia and Grand Rapids.  The United 
States government promised $10,000 in trade goods, $6,500 in coins, and a 20-year payment 
worth $150,000. 
 
The 1836 Treaty of Washington, D.C. 

The United States government signed with five bands of the Odawa (Ottawa), and one 
band with both Odawa and Ojibwe (Chippewa).  Signing away 13 million acres, they were forced 
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to leave the land.  They received money, services, and the right to hunt, fish and harvest.  
Reservations were created. 

 This includes the rest of northwestern lower Michigan, and the eastern half of the Upper 
Peninsula. 
 
The 1842 Treaty of LaPointe 
      Ojibwe (Chippewa) bands of Lake Superior and Mississippi ceded the western Upper 
Peninsula to the U S government.  They gave up all rights to copper and iron mines, and were 
forced to leave, but could hunt and fish there.  The U S government promised money, a 
blacksmith and a school. 
 
The 1855 Treaty of Detroit       *J) 

This treaty was between the U S government, and Ottawa and Chippewa tribes of 
Michigan. It included provisions to provide 40 acre plots for individuals and 80 acre plots for 
families.  It provided tracts for the Sault Ste. Marie Chippewa, for tribes north of the straits of 
Mackinac, for bands in Emmet and Cheboygan counties in the northern lower peninsula, in the 
Beaver Island area, near Thunder Bay, and along the Grand River.  This became the basis for 
many lawsuits in the 20th century.   
 
4) Older history of Native Americans in Michigan 
4a)  Bristle Mammoth  

This mammoth was found on a farm south of Chelsea in 2015.  Humans preserved parts 
of the mammoth in a pond about 15,000 years ago.  This timing was confirmed by carbon 
dating. (Parts are in the collection of University of Michigan Natural History Museum.)  A group 
of humans were in Washtenaw County many years ago. 
 
4b)  Grand Rapids Mound      *K) 

Al Shipper wrote in the Reformed Journal (February 5, 2021) about a mound on the west 
side of Grand Rapids that was saved from destruction a number of years ago.  We do not know 
who built it about 2000 years ago.  But there are many other mounds scattered around the 
country.  
 
4c )  Detroit Mounds        *L) 

 Anna West wrote October 25, 2021, in Yes Magazine, about the mounds on the Detroit 
River. She shows a map of the mounds.  According to inhabitants in the early 1800’s, the Great 
Mound on the River Rouge was 800 feet long, 400 feet wide and 40 feet high.  By the late 
1800’s, it was about half that size as it was plundered by pothunters, and carted away for sand. 
 The Great Mound was completely leveled for the Detroit International Exposition in 
1889. Some skeletons were sent to museums, including the University of Michigan Natural 
History Museum. These were returned to the Nottawaseppi Huron Band of Potawatomi around 
2014.  Many more human remains were pushed directly into the river. 
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Two other mounds, including the huge Circular Mound, were destroyed at nearby Fort 
Wayne on the Detroit River, although one is reconstructed and fenced.  The sign says it was 
used by Mound Builders over 900 years ago and reflects their burial practices.   
 
5) Stories about tribes in Michigan during the 19th century. 
5) 1) “Why’s That?” presents a three-part series on Native American forced removal in 
Southwest Michigan.  Sehvilla Mann of WMUK radio (Western Michigan University) podcasts in 
March 2022.        *M), *N), *P) 
 
5)1) a) Story 1:  “Why’s That”: Telling the truth about forced removal.  March 10     *M) 

Around 1840, the United States government began enforcing the removal of tribes from 
Michigan.  Lakota Pochedley, the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Match-E-Be-Nash-
She-Wish band, tells that many native tribal bands were moved to Kansas, and later to 
Oklahoma.  Some writings seem to indicate that the removal was peaceful and easy.  But the 
move to Kansas for a band of Potawatomi in 1838 is called the “Trail of Death” because 40 
people including children, out of the 850, died on the way. 

Lakota tells that when the Match-E-Be-Nash-She-Wish band were forced out of their 
Kalamazoo reservation, they avoided being removed from Michigan.  Instead, they moved north 
to Shelbyville, to the land of an Episcopalian mission church.  This helped them to escape 
removal by being associated with a church.    
 
5)1)b) Story 2: “Why’s That”: How the Pokagon Band escaped removal  March 11         *N) 

 Marcus Winchester,  who directs the Center of History and Culture for the Pokagon 
Band, tells of an attempt to have them removed from Michigan.  A nearby Baptist missionary 
was sending letters to Congress and working hard to have them removed out of state. Instead, 
Chief Leopold Pokagon invited a Catholic missionary to come to be with them.  They became 
part of a Catholic mission church, and escaped removal 
 Then they bought land near Silver Creek.  They still didn’t trust the government.  So 
Chief Pokagon asked a friend for help.  Associate Justice of the Michigan Supreme Court 
Epaphroditus Ransom wrote a letter that threatened action if anyone tried to remove them 
from Michigan. Judge Ransom became one of the first governors of the state of Michigan.  The 
Pokagon Band are now located at Dowagiac, just east of Benton Harbor.    

A plaque in Kalamazoo describes 3000 Indians gathered to be escorted to the ‘far west’ 
by General Brady in 1840.  Some were removed. There are many descriptions of settlers and 
Native Americans getting along well at first as the settlers needed help surviving in this area 
that was new to them.  But some settlers resented that Native Americans were receiving help 
from the U S government. If the natives were limited to their reservations, or removed to the 
west, those problems were largely forgotten.    
 
5)1)c) Story 3:“Why’s That”: Toward an “Accurate accounting of what happened” March 11    *P)   

In 1821, the Match-E-Be-Nash-She-Wish band of Potawatomi were given a reservation of 
nine square miles at Kalamazoo in 1821.  But the government broke the treaty in 1827, because 
they wanted to build Kalamazoo on that site.  The band escaped to Shelbyville.  In 2019, the city 
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of Kalamazoo, along with the Band, posted special street signs on the boundaries of the tribe’s 
former reservation. 
 
5)2)a)   The Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of Michigan is comprised of three bands of Ojibwe 
(Saginaw, Black River, Swan Creek).  Their last treaties were signed with the United States in 
1855 and 1864, establishing the Isabella Indian Reservation, totaling 130,000 acres in and near 
Mount Pleasant. 
 

      
6)  National Geographic map of tribal lands in September, 2004. 
 Red Circles and Red Squares – Federally recognized Reservations 
 Red Triangles – Federally recognized tribes 
 Purple Triangles – State recognized tribes 
 Green Square – Tribal college 
 Blue square – Significant population (Detroit) 
 Purple Plus – Major festival – Annual Native Powwow in Ann Arbor 
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7) Federally Recognized Tribes in Michigan 
Southern Lower Michigan 
Match-e-be-nash-she-wish Band of Potawatomi Indians of Michigan (Gun Lake),  Shelbyville, MI  

gunlaketribe-nsn.gov,    
Nottawaseppi Huron Band of the Potawatomi Indians,  Fulton, MI  
              www.nhbpi.com,    
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians,  Dowagiac, MI  
              www.pokagon.com 
Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe,  Mt. Pleasant, MI  
            www.sagchip.org,     
 
Northern Lower Michigan 
Little River Band of Ottawa Indians,  Manistee, MI  
             www.lrboi.com,      
Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians,  Harbor Springs, MI 
             www.ltbbodawa-nsn.gov,    
Grand Traverse Bay Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians,  Suttons Bay, MI 
             www.gtbindians.org,   
 
Upper Peninsula Michigan 
Hannahville Indian Community,  Wilson, MI  
            www.hannahville.net,   
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community,  Baraga, MI  
             www.ojibwa.com 
Lac Vieux Desert Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians,  Watersmeet, MI  
             www.lvdtribal.com,   
Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians,  Sault Ste. Marie, MI  
            www.saulttribe.com 
Bay Mills Chippewa Indian Community,  Brimley, MI  
             www.baymills.org  
 
8) Present Day Issues in Michigan 
 The Anishinabe Caucus provides information about issues that concern the tribes in 
Michigan.  They are working on issues of Line 5, Indigenous Peoples’ Day, Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women, Indian Boarding Schools, Wolves and the General Custer statue 
in Monroe.  *Q) 
 These issues are often a direct result of churches and governments following the 
principles of the Doctrine of Discovery.  An example of this is the concept of boarding schools 
(from 1879 to the 1970’s and later) to take Indigenous children away from their families, their 
language and their culture in order “To kill the Indian in order to save the child”. 
 Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, after consulting with the tribes in Michigan, 
inserted $500,000 into the Michigan budget for 2023 to study the Indian Boarding Schools in 
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Michigan.  It will study the long term impact of boarding schools on children and families.  It 
was reported in the Native News Online.     *R) 
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Resources  
 
S) Ted Talk by Robin Kimmerer, 2012 :  Reclaiming the Honorable Harvest, 17.58 minutes.  She 
uses Potawatomi approaches to the environment and harvest to suggest ways for all to bring 
healing to our relationship with the environment. 
Reclaiming the Honorable Harvest: Robin Kimmerer at TEDxSitka - YouTube 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lz1vgfZ3etE 
 
T) “Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of the 
Plants”, by Robin Kimmerer, 2013.  390 pages.  She says that plants and animals are our oldest 
teachers.  How can we live together with them? 
 
 


