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White Pines District (Mile Post 89.1 - 124.0) 

The White Pines District story is partly silent regarding prehistoric cultures in the region, but artifacts and human remains are in 

evidence across more than 9000 years, dating to 7500 BC (Archaic Period).  There is significant evidence of Late Archaic 

occupation in the Snake River region near present Pine City, provided by artifacts of what has been called the Old Copper 

Culture.  Copper artifacts found in the region include conical points for weapons, awls, and a small number of rectangular 

rolled and spiral shaped beads that are more common in sites located in present Wisconsin.  The Archaic Period generally 

represents a technological cultural departure from the earlier Paleo-Indian Period (Big Game cultures) wherein the peoples are 

known primarily through their distinctive projectile points.  Archaic cultures generally precede the use of pottery and can be 

described as semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers who engaged in greater exploitation of local resources than had previously 

taken place, but the small, mobile human groups of pre-ceramic time left little behind that can be examined today.

In the transition from Archaic into the Woodland Period in Minnesota (1000 BC to the Eighteenth Century AD) there was an 

increase in plant cultivation (as well as some of the earliest indicated use of wild rice), and a related shift to a more sedentary 

pattern of settlement, a significant increase in the amount and complexity of burial mounds, and the introduction of 

earthenware pottery.  The Snake and St. Croix River region was on the western edge of the Woodland cultural area and 

therefore maintained some of the Late Archaic Period cultural traits into the historic period, wherein peoples utilized small 

seasonal camps to better exploit local game and vegetation resources.  

Warm weather camps were often located near streams and lake shores and winter camps took advantage of sheltered 

valleys, wooded areas, and caves.  St. Croix pottery dating between 500 and 800 AD (Middle to Late Woodland Period) has 
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been found in the Snake River region.  The pottery is usually dull gray and the vessels are generally rounded, with a small 

neck and high vertical rim.  Woodland pottery was used for cooking and storage while some pottery found in graves appears 

to have been made specifically for burial.  Along with rather elaborate burial artifacts, numerous skeletons from the Late 

Woodland Period have been excavated from burial mounds in the region.

Understanding prehistoric cultures relies in part on a system of analysis that classifies time periods by a multitude of traits.  In 

order to develop the stories associated with prehistory in the White Pines District, archaeologists first assume that there is a 

relation between cultural origins, cultural history, and the artifacts early inhabitants used.  When artifacts are compared 

between nearby sites similar artifacts are grouped and a system evolves that doesn’t rely on chronological and spatial areas 

to determine cultural definitions but in similarities between their technologies.  This approach helps to overcome problems that 

are common in Midwestern archaeological sites, where the sites are very shallow, do not show clear stratification, are poorly 

preserved, or the assemblages are mixed together, having been disturbed by the forces of nature or human activity. 

Some of the more interesting archaeological features in the region have to do with processing wild rice.  These include ricing 

pits that were used to store the grain, jigging pits used for threshing, and rice parching rings where excavations have found 

pieces of unburned wood and parched grains of rice.  The significance of wild rice in the region appears to have been 

continuous from the late prehistoric/early historic period and right through the historic period.  When the Dakota and Ojibwe 

peoples negotiated treaties with the United States Government, use of lakes and rivers, making sugar from the Maple, and 

harvesting of wild rice were rights reserved by the tribes. 

It is evident the earliest inhabitants contributed many cultural traits that were adopted into the Dakota, and later Ojibwe, way 

of life.  When the first Europeans came to inhabit land in the Snake and St. Croix valleys they encountered tribes with highly 

evolved technologies and techniques for utilizing wilderness resources to sustain their people.  But European settlement soon 

brought unfathomable exploitation of resources with the result that a once inexhaustible ability of the wilderness system to 

sustain people seemingly evaporated overnight.  Ironically, many modern descendants of Europeans, who were once the very 

instrument that helped put an end to the hunting and gathering cultures of the Dakota and Ojibwe, have come to regard the 

old way of life of the tribes with an iconic reverence.  No one event can be said to have caused the loss of the Dakota and 

Ojibwe way of life but in the annals of written history there are occasionally markers, single events with such great 

consequences, that from that point on history is altered, forever.  

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
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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.

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 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 
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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.

The interior bands assumed American use of the timber from ceded lands would not result in permanent white occupation of 

the region.  They steadfastly believed that access to their ceded lands as well as to resources and wildlife (as agreed to in the 

treaty) would allow them to perpetuate their traditional lifestyle.  In 1864, a delegation of Chippewa chiefs, headmen and 

warriors drafted, signed and took a petition to Washington regarding the 1837 treaty.  The bilingual petition refers to the 1837 

treaty proceedings and the U.S. government’s failure to fulfill various stipulations of that agreement.  The following brief 

statement about the 1837 proceedings is from the Chippewa document, as presented to Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

William P. Dole, and reflects the Chippewa understanding of what was asked of them and what was ceded in the 1837 Treaty:

 “So then Father, Our Great Father requests me to sell him my Pine Timber…Very well, I will sell him the Pine Timber 

 as he requests me to.  From the usual height of cutting a tree down and upwards to top is what I sell you, I reserve 

 the root of the tree.  Again this I hold in my hand the Maple Timber, also the Oak Timber, also this Straw which I hold 

 in my hand.  Wild Rice is what we call this.  These I do not sell.  That you may not destroy the Rice in working the 

 timber.  Also the Rapids and Falls in the Streams I will lend you to saw your timber, also a small tract of land to make 

 a garden to live on while you are working the timber.  I do not make you a present of this, I merely lend it to you.  This 

 is my answer.  My Great Father is great, and out of respect for him I will not refuse him, but as an exchange of civility I 

 must see and feel the benefits of this loan, and the promises fulfilled.”  (Chippewas of Lake Superior 1864)

This was the Chippewa answer with regard to the 1837 treaty and to other agreements with the United States, “certain it is 

that the Indian has failed to see the promises made to him fulfilled.”  The compensation that was to have been provided for 

the 1837 land cession included eight hundred thousand dollars distributed as follows:

	 (1) six hundred and thirty thousand dollars in annuities apportioned over twenty years;

 (2) one hundred thousand dollars to the mixed-bloods as “an act of benevolence;” and

 (3) seventy thousand dollars for debts determined to be “justly due” traders and other creditors.

If the tribes had actually received the promised compensation it would have amounted to a purchase price of less than 7 

cents per acre for the richest stands of pine in the nation’s interior.  To put the per acre purchase price in perspective — at the 

time it cost 25 cents to ride a luxury steamboat from Point Douglas to the Dalles of the St. Croix in Taylors Falls, $10 to take 

the stage from Point Douglas through Rush City, and the salary for working in one of the numerous sawmills on the St. Croix 

was $1.25 per day. 

(Note:  The salary comparison would have permitted a day laborer of the period to earn the equivalent of 5,600 acres of land 

per year at the government rate of 7 cents per acre, and while the salary per day was a market rate, the land purchase price 

was obviously astronomically below market.)  
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Chippewa tribes received some annuity payments but the U.S. War Department made a concerted effort after 1837 to 

convince the tribes to accept guns, ammunition, blankets, and other merchandise as a portion of their annuities in lieu of 

money so that they would be less dependent upon the traders who tended to “monopolize” the cash payments intended for 

tribal members.  Sometimes the goods supplied by the government had no value to tribal members.  In 1839, for example, 

the War Department shipped saddles to a band that had no horses and no need for them.  Despite a protest from the Indian 

agent that the goods were “of no earthly value” to the band, another shipment was sent in 1840.  Guns sent to some bands 

rarely included ammunition, but sometimes this turned out to be a blessing because the weapons were so poorly constructed 

that many exploded upon firing, crippling Ojibwe hunters.  Other shoddy government goods such as thin blankets and cheap 

pots gave band members more reason to buy goods on credit from traders, with the result that a large portion of the 

Chippewa annuities continued to end up in the pockets of traders after 1837. 

George Copway, a Chippewa tribal member from Canada, witnessed numerous annuity payments that were due following the 

1837 treaty and claimed “the dissipation, misery, and ruin” of the Chippewa people was directly related to annuities provided 

in the treaties.  According to Copway, annuity payments attracted people having “white faces (with black hearts),” 

unscrupulous white traders and whiskey peddlers as well as other “unprincipled men and vagabonds” who were “no better 

than pickpockets” (Copway 1847, p. 126-128).  Ironically, as the cutting of the pine forests progressed, white-tailed deer 

flourished and the subsistence value of the ceded land actually increased to the Chippewa tribes, making the old War 

Department strategy of decreasing Indian hunting grounds by land cession treaties in order to encourage or force removal of 

Indians from the ceded lands, ineffective.

It is worthwhile to evaluate Chippewa treaties within the context of the time they were negotiated, and recognize how very 

willing the Ojibwe remained to keeping the peace with the U.S. government and the American people—in exchange for being 

treated fairly.  It is not generally known that the Ojibwe were the largest and perhaps the most powerful tribe east of the 

Mississippi—and quite possibly the most powerful in North America.  The Dakota and Apache have gotten better press, but it 

was the Ojibwe who defeated the Iroquois and forced the Dakota to leave Minnesota.  Yet, very few Americans realize that the 

Ojibwe were a major power.  Their Great Lakes migration was well north of the main flow of settlement, and their victories over 

native enemies have never received proper credit.  One reason may be the great variety of names used by the Ojibwe to 

describe their people.  Use of so many names creates the idea that they all represent separate tribes, and this diminishes 

public perception of their numbers.  The vast territorial division of their population between Canada and the United States has 

also masked their true size.  In addition, the Ojibwe never fought with Americans after 1815 and this might cause some to 

think they were not powerful.  Even before 1815, however, Ojibwe participation in wars between Britain and France or fighting 

Americans in the Ohio Valley was fairly limited.  Considering the prowess of Ojibwe warriors, this was probably just as well for 

the Americans.  However, this does not mean the Ojibwe have been ignored by government.  As the Chippewa, they signed 

more treaties with the United States than any other tribe —fifty-one!  North of the border, the Ojibwe have "touched the pen" 

more than thirty times with the French, British, and Canadians.  

(Note: The Chippewa treaty story for the White Pines District is excerpted from several sources, none more valuable than 

Chippewa Treaty Rights, by Ronald N. Satz, Carl N. Haywood, Editor, Transactions of the Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, 

Arts and Letters, Volume 79, No. 1).
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White Pines District Transition

Imagine a canopy of White Pine trees so thick that the blue sky and sunshine were hard to see.  This is what the first 

European settlers saw when they moved into the area to create the permanent byway settlements of what would become 

Pine County—Rock Creek, Pine City, Mission Creek, Hinckley, and Sandstone.  Of course the first European settlers were not 

the first to know the White Pine area.  The Dakota and Ojibwe had been here for a long time and knew its wealth.  With the 

great pine forests removed during the Nineteenth Century, new immigrants to the White Pines District quickly adapted to a 

now rural agrarian environment that persists today.  The new immigrants also established cities throughout Pine County, the 

principal ones of which are on the St. Croix Scenic Byway corridor.  Rock Creek covers the largest geographic area.  Its 

southern boundary borders Chisago County to the south and the St. Croix National Scenic Riverway along its entire eastern 

boundary.  The original township was settled in 1872, soon after the Lake Superior and Mississippi Railroad built through the 

area in 1870 and it was a lumbering and sawmill center, having five mills in the area.  Rock Creek was organized in 1874 and 

bears the name of the creek, a tributary of the St. Croix River, flowing south into the northeast corner of Chisago County.  

Rock Creek was incorporated as a city on November 4, 1970.

On the byway north of Rock Creek is Pine City, the county seat of Pine County.  At one time it was an important rail and 

logging center.  Prior to European settlement this whole area had been important to the fur trade that went on through the 

mid-nineteenth century.  Today, it serves as a hub for recreation, shopping, and other services.  Located on the banks of the 

Snake River and Cross Lake, Pine City is a recreational haven.  In fact, the Snake River meanders through downtown and 

provides access to miles of navigable, uninterrupted waterway, converging to the east at the St. Croix River.  Pokegama Lake 
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is just west of the city.  Area residents and visitors can enjoy kayaking, canoeing, hiking, camping, cross country skiing and 

other outdoor activities because of the lakes and river and because of the nearness of the Chengwatana State Forest and St. 

Croix State Park.  

It is especially significant that the name of the nearly adjacent aboriginal Ojibwe village, Chengwatana, was derived from two 

Ojibwe words for “pine” and “city.”  After the 1854 Treaty, when the Chippewa (Ojibwe) agreed to give up a vast tract of land 

bordering Lake Superior, reservations were created in both Minnesota and Wisconsin to accommodate those who were 

displaced.  But band members who had been living along the St. Croix since the early 1800's did not want to desert their 

ancestral homes for the confinements of reservation life at Lac Court Oreilles near Hayward, Wisconsin.  By their refusal, they 

forfeited any chance of receiving land allotments and became the "Lost Tribe" of the St. Croix.  Today, descendants of those 

early people still live in the Lake Lena Indian Reservation, and are part of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe.

For a short side trip, Northwest Company Fur Post is worth a visit.  The reconstructed winter trading post was built on the site 

of the original post, built 1804-1805.  The post is several miles west of Pine City and currently operated by the Minnesota 

Historical Society.  It provides a unique look at the fur trade, the trappers, voyageurs, and Ojibwe who once traded at the 

post.  The interpretive center at the fort provides a very historic look into the background of the fur trade and operation of a 

trading post.

With the coming of the railroad in 1869, the lumbering industry boomed in Hinckley for twenty years.  Hinckley was a growing, 

prosperous town with a population of 1,500 until September 1, 1894, when all of that changed.  Even today, that year still 
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stands as one of the driest on record.  With blowing winds, low humidity and less than two inches of rain from May until 

September, the area was a prime target for a fire—a big fire.  

Because of the dryness, fires were common in the woods during that long hot summer, along railroad tracks and in logging 

camps where loggers would set fire to their slash to clean up the area before moving on.  Some loggers left their debris 

behind giving any fire more fuel on which to grow.  Saturday, September 1st, 1894 began as another oppressively hot day 

with fires surrounding the towns and two major fires burning about five miles to the south.  Adding to the problem, the 

temperature inversion that day added to heat, smoke and gases being held down by a huge layer of cool air above.  Two fires  

managed to join together to make one large fire with flames that licked through the inversion finding the cool air above.  That 

air came rushing down into the fires to create a vortex of flames which then began to move quickly, growing larger and larger, 

turning into a fierce firestorm. 

The fire first destroyed the towns of Mission Creek and Brook Park before coming into the town of Hinckley.  When it was 

over, the Firestorm had completely destroyed six towns, and over 400 square miles lay black and smoldering.  The firestorm 

was so devastating that it lasted only four hours but destroyed everything in its path.  Today, the Hinckley Fire Museum 

interprets the story of the Great Fire and also of the rebuilding of the town and the area's natural progression into agricultural 

lands.

Originally the Village of Fortuna was platted by W. A. Porter and incorporated on May 19, 1857.  It was originally platted at the 

junction of the Military Road (Government Road) and Kettle River.  Fortuna served as county seat for Buchanan County, which 

bordered on the St. Croix River.  Both the county and county seat have disappeared from existence and the territory they 

once described lies mainly within Pine County today.  Just north of Fortuna, the Village of Sandstone was platted and 

incorporated in 1887. 

The city's name in the Ojibwe language is Asinikaaning, meaning "At the quarrying place" due to the sandstone quarry 

located at the edge of the city.  The extensive quarries of St. Croix sandstone in the bluffs of the Kettle River were first worked 

in August 1885.  The young village of Sandstone had barely come into existence when it was also destroyed during the 

Hinckley fire of 1894.  After the fire the town site was abandoned and a new village built on land donated by William Henry 

Grant, Sr..  His son, W. H. Grant, Jr., who was also the first postmaster when the post office was established in 1887, 

operated the quarries that were owned by his father, a St. Paul attorney.  On April 14, 1920, the villages of Fortuna and 

Sandstone merged and re-incorporated as the City of Sandstone.

Sandstone is located on the Kettle River, known for its glacial kettles and rapids that are sought after by kayak and canoe 

enthusiasts.  A visit to Sandstone gives evidence that the town was built-up around a large Sandstone quarry.  Railroad 

conglomerate James J. Hill built many of the remaining sandstone structures in the town.  The city has Robinson Park, an 

historic and natural area that serves as the picnic area for the community, hosts ice climbing in the winter, preserves the 

Sandstone Quarry history, and is an access point for the Kettle River.  
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The Sandstone Ice Festival celebrates the coming of winter and is held in the beginning of December each year.  The event 

welcomes in the winter with ice climbing, winter camping and snowshoeing.  In the spring local paddlers host the Kettle River 

Paddle Festival, an event for canoe and kayak.  A down river race and a white-water rodeo attract paddlers from all over the 

mid-western United States.  The community is surrounded by Banning State Park, has a connection to the Munger Bicycle 

Trail and is home to the Audubon Center of the North Woods, a residential environmental education and conference facility 

that offers programs for schools, adults, colleges, and retreats.  In recent years, Sandstone has gained national recognition as  

the home of the Midwest Country Music Theatre.  Performances from this traditional country and western music venue are 

seen regularly on the RFD satellite network.
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