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Treaty Impacts: Ceding the White Pine Forests 

The story of the White Pines District begins at a time of culmination of tribal cultures but hinges on a seminal event, the 1837 

Pine Tree Treaty, which ceded all land owned by the Ojibwe and Dakota peoples between the Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers 

to the United States government.  Once signed, the treaty served as a pretext for European squatters to take up residence 

throughout the region.  The 1837 Treaty was followed up by the Pre-emption Act of 1841 that legitimized ownership of lands 

already taken by settlers, and the 1854 Treaty ceded all Chippewa (Ojibwe) lands in the deep northern timberlands and future 

iron-rich north country between the north shore of Lake Superior and the Red River.  Concurrent with loss of vast tracts of 

Indian lands, St. Paul and Stillwater became the first two Minnesota settlements incorporated as cities on March 4, 1854.  

The inevitable course of history was now primed to permit rapid changes to the physical environment of the St. Croix valley 

that logging would bring, and that activity would erase the wilderness that had sustained the Dakota and Ojibwe peoples for 

centuries.  The treaty also had the effect of dividing St. Croix valley history into two incompatible parts, one looking forward 

and the other back.  The incompatibility was between two different approaches to living and life, and the difference would 

come to write the White Pines District story in a predominantly pan-European vernacular.

To be honest, the traditional Dakota and Ojibwe way of life was already beginning to disappear prior to 1837, but the Treaty of 

that year marked an acceleration of the changeover.  Other events also contributed to the change.  By 1849, when the 

Minnesota Territory was created, fewer than 5,000 white people inhabited an area that extended far to the west (including 

parts of what would be North and South Dakota) and south of today’s state boundaries.  The first territorial census, taken in 

1850, recorded 6,000 white settlers in the Territory’s nine counties.  The census did not record the approximately 31,700 

Indians who made up 84 percent of the population in 1850.  But things had begun to change and the non-Indian population 
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grew rapidly over the next decade.  Just two years after Minnesota became a state in 1858, the white population had already 

reached 172,000.  By then the Treaty of 1854 had ceded all Chippewa (Ojibwe) lands in the deep northern timberlands and 

future iron-rich north country between the north shore of Lake Superior and the Red River.  In the four years from 1854 to 

1857 more than five million acres of former Indian lands were sold in the great rush for land.  The Homestead Act of 1862, 

which offered cheap land to settlers, mostly finished the business of converting tribal lands into private ownership.

Within one month of the signing of the 1837 Treaty, missionary Reverend William T. Boutwell, who had witnessed the 

negotiations, reported to his superior in Boston, “the Ind(ian)s have no idea of leaving their country while they live.”  This was 

certainly true of the leaders of the interior bands from Wisconsin.  They had arrived late and played only a minor role in the 

treaty negotiations.  Yet, the portion of the land cession in Wisconsin included their village sites — the area extended from the 

St. Croix River east to the location of what today are the cities of Crandon, Antigo, and Stevens Point, and from Stevens Point 

north to Rhinelander, and from Osceola and Eau Claire north to Lake St. Croix.  In addition to the villages of the interior bands, 

the cession included a great pine forest region and the headwaters of the Chippewa, Flambeau, Namekagon, Black, and 

Yellow rivers.


