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Julia Grignon Mayrond and the Central Wisconsin Ho-Chunk, 1874-1894

When Julia Grignon Mayrond arrived in Stevens Point in the late summer of 1875," she
was 63 years old. She was a survivor of wars, land grabs, forced removals, settler panics, and
cultural genocides—half a century of traumatic upheaval. She was born into a creole or mixed-
race family, the daughter of a Ho-Chunk widow from an influential family named Mauhnateesee
Decorah Lecuyer, and a French-Indian trader of the powerful Grignon clan.? She spent her early
years with her mother’s family, surrounded by the Ho-Chunk elders who planted corn and had
their villages near the portage of the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers. She had learned the sayings of
the old men who reminded her of the responsibility of hospitality she bore, “If one enters your
lodge, share your food with him. Even the last kernel of corn should be divided with him” and
that “The food given is love for a fellow man.” They remind her that “The earth, the day, and the
trees are witnesses of your deeds.”® Alongside her mother, she had made these words her
practice—giving her last loaf of bread to hungry Ho-Chunks who saw her home as their home
and selling her own clothes to relieve them. In her own words, she said, “so far as in my power, |

have rendered them every service.”*

A series of treaties, signed by a varying group of Ho-Chunk leaders, progressively

stripped the tribe of their ancestral territory, from west-central Wisconsin to northwestern

1 Henry W. Lee, 56th Cong., 1st sess., 1900, S. Doc. 144, Parts 1-2.

2 Linda M. Waggoner, "Neither White Men Nor Indians": Affidavits from the Winnebago Mixed-blood Claim
Commissions, Prairie Du Chien, Wisconsin, 1838-1839 (Roseville, MN: Park Genealogical Books, 2002) 31-32.
3 Norton William Jipson, Story of the Winnebagoes (Chicago: The Chicago Historical Society, 1923) 405.

4 Waggoner, 32.



mailto:jbavi010@uwsp.edu
https://books.google.com/books?id=TZTmVAiN2PQC&pg=PA18&lpg=PA18&dq=John+Dougherty,+a+white+trader,+Whirling+Thunder&source=bl&ots=g15ksgb_LQ&sig=Bw_Ighyi_mRH3HEBFYsbxtZdBWI&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiy-Y2JzI7WAhUK_IMKHfjDADUQ6AEINjAD#v=onepage&q=John%20Dougherty&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=TZTmVAiN2PQC&pg=PA18&lpg=PA18&dq=John+Dougherty,+a+white+trader,+Whirling+Thunder&source=bl&ots=g15ksgb_LQ&sig=Bw_Ighyi_mRH3HEBFYsbxtZdBWI&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiy-Y2JzI7WAhUK_IMKHfjDADUQ6AEINjAD#v=onepage&q=John%20Dougherty&f=false

Illinois. Settlers wanted the rich lead country of the Driftless Area, as well as the lush, arable
land of the Wisconsin River Valley, and the government was happy to enforce its hegemony on
the landscape. Throughout the 1830s and 1840s, the government tried to force the Ho-Chunk
over the Mississippi River to land in lowa. Many returned surreptitiously to their old homes. In
1848, the United States rounded up thousands of Ho-Chunk, “herding” them onto steamboats
and taking them up the Mississippi to a desolate piece of land called Long Prairie. Julia was
there. She would have heard the screams as people jumped overboard, desperate to stay in their
homelands, and as a “friend of the government” probably did her best to reassure her kin that this

new land could be a new home.>

However, Long Prairie was not Wisconsin. The Ho-Chunk struggled to reestablish the
patterns of the yearly round. In Wisconsin, this had meant semi-nomadic lifeways that included
trapping fur-bearing animals in winter, tapping maples as the snow melted, planting corn,
squash, beans, and potatoes in spring, berrying in summer, harvesting their crops in fall, and
hunting deer as the weather turned frigid. In Minnesota, the government agent wanted them to
stay in one place, as this was considered a mark of white civilization. Julia stayed in Long Prairie
for five years, but when the Ho-Chunk negotiated a new reservation near Mankato, Minnesota, in

1853, she went t00.% In 1862, the Ho-Chunk’s neighbors, the Dakota, revolted against the
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injustices perpetrated by the United States government in the Dakota War. In the war’s
aftermath, settlers forced the Dakota and the Ho-Chunk to a distant reservation in Crow Creek,
South Dakota. Julia did not go with them. Perhaps she was fed up with the government’s
continued failure to uphold its treaties, or maybe she was homesick for the wide waters of the
Wisconsin River and the bluffs of her home, where she knew many of her relatives still lived,

following the seasonal round. ’

Whatever the case, she ended up back near Portage, and she was there in 1873 when the
federal government, at the urging of local landowners, came down like a wolf on the fold to
capture a group of Ho-Chunk celebrating a winter feast. The troops loaded them onto unheated
boxcars headed for the prairies of Nebraska, but not before Big Hawk, the Ho-Chunk leader, sent

runners alerting local allies to their plight.®

Their most vocal ally was named Henry W. Lee, a lawyer who had been hired by many
members of the tribe to advocate for the Ho-Chunk to remain in Wisconsin. Lee could not speak
Ho-Chunk, so he had hired a local named John De La Ronde to interpret. Despite De La Ronde’s
intimate connections to the Ho-Chunk through marriage, he had long prioritized governmental
and settler goals over those of the Ho-Chunk community. Midway through 1873, he quit working

for Lee and began working for the government enforcer.’

Over that winter, more and more Ho-Chunk were forcibly taken to Nebraska, and

hundreds died there from exposure and disease. Big Hawk sent letters to Lee describing their
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situation, and affirming their willingness to “become civilize, take farms, and become citizens” if
the government would be willing to “give us back our homes in Wisconsin.”!? By the summer of

1874, most of them had returned to Wisconsin, determined never to leave again.

Thanks in part to the advocacy of Lee and others, there was no political will to remove
the Ho-Chunk again, especially as they had tapped into a Reconstruction-era idea of achieving
“citizenship” through land ownership. They bought up and rented small plots of land across
southern Wisconsin, but a more permanent solution was needed. Lee visited Washington in
1875, and shortly thereafter, the Homestead Act was expanded to include Indian people. That
summer, Lee, Big Hawk, and Julia traveled north from Portage into the mostly unsettled area
east and northeast of Wausau. After three days of tramping through the woods, Big Hawk chose
the eastern shore of Pike Lake, an abundant fishery 20 miles up the Plover River from Stevens
Point, and not far from the upper reaches of the Wolf River system. '

As Yellow Thunder and Blue Wing had done in the southern part of the state, these initial
land claims gave large groups of Ho-Chunk a place to sojourn at a time when white settlers were
in an uproar. In October, hundreds of Ho-Chunk people came to Stevens Point. Newspapers of
the period say that they were “driven out” of the city, up to Big Hawk’s land claim on Pike Lake.
12 The winter was long and cold, and because they had been unable to plant corn for many
seasons, the Ho-Chunk were destitute. Likely with Julia’s help, Lee arranged to purchase
wagonloads of provisions from area grocers. Lee had convinced Congressman G.W. Cate to

petition Congress to help the Ho-Chunk, but when he received pushback from his constituents,
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he withdrew his public support. For the rest of his tenure, he would support Lee’s claims to Ho-

Chunk money, but not Ho-Chunk people themselves. '3

By 1876, Stevens Point had become the market town for the Pike Lake band. Selling
foraged ginseng root, slippery elm bark, and many other forest products, the Ho-Chunk
established themselves as fixtures of the greater Stevens Point area. Every summer, they would
pick blueberries, then blackberries, then cranberries, and in the winter, they would trap skunks,
muskrats, and otters.'* Julia continued to render her services to the Ho-Chunk however she
could. This included welcoming them into the office and home space of her employer—to the
chagrin of Lee’s wife and landlord.'* By 1880, Julia was living with the Shandreau family in the
fourth ward but spending most of her waking hours in the business district. Her living situation
showed her deep connections to kin networks across Wisconsin, since the Shandreaus were from
a fur trade family. Louisa, the matriarch, was a Dubay, likely part of the kin network of Jean

Baptiste Dubay, one of the earliest traders in the Stevens Point area.'®

Julia’s work went beyond simple trade and market interpretation. Lee worked as a
lawyer, helping the Ho-Chunk to make land claims throughout Marathon and Shawano Counties,
but he also started newspapers that reflected his political leanings and gave him a platform for

his politically driven polemics against the so-called “Indian ring” which he claimed was fleecing
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the Ho-Chunk of their rightful moneys. He used his press to publish petitions for Congress and
histories of the Ho-Chunk people, efforts that Julia surely facilitated in her role as intermediary.
When the United States government sent a new agent to take a count of the Ho-Chunk
preparatory to an annuity payment in 1881, Julia hiked all over the countryside with the agent,
looking for people who had not been enumerated.!” At the same time, Lee was loudly
complaining that he had never been paid for his services to the Ho-Chunk and to Julia.
Somehow, whether by Julia and Big Hawk’s mistrust of the government and its reasons for
creating an annuity roll, or through Lee’s misleading, the Pike Lake Ho-Chunk refused to be

enumerated, and their annuities went unpaid for five years.

Another aspect of Julia’s work was in the court system. Julia had long utilized the Anglo-
American court system for her benefit — beginning in 1832 when she filed for divorce from her
first legal husband. Although she never applied for citizenship in Minnesota in 1871 when her
son and half-siblings did, in 1878, she likely helped several Ho-Chunk men apply at the
courthouse in Portage County.!® She was also on hand for land disputes, as locals and federal
agents tried to encroach upon and steal Ho-Chunk homesteads. One of Lee’s triumphs would be
successfully stopping a Norwegian immigrant named S.O. Jaasted from stealing Ho-Chunk land
through legal channels.'® In Portage County, in 1885, when a Ho-Chunk man named John Bear
was found dead on the Jordan Road, Julia was the interpreter at the inquest where it was decided

that Peter Eiden, a Prussian immigrant, had unlawfully sold liquor to John, which in the bitter

17 Geo. M. Lanckton, “The Winnebagoes,” Milwaukee Sentinel, January 28, 1884.
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cold of a December night had led to his death from exposure on the marsh between Polonia and

Jordan.?°

Outright attacks on Ho-Chunk encampments and people were not an irregular occurrence,
but the perpetrators often got away with their crimes. However, one incident in 1880, near
Madison (or Deejop), three Norwegian men sexually assaulted a Ho-Chunk woman and,
surprisingly, received sentences for their crime. While Julia was not there for the trial, she surely

knew about it since Lee wrote about it in his newspaper.

In February of 1886, the week after Big Hawk and his band had finally signed the annuity
rolls, and just as they were about to receive their payment, a teenage Ho-Chunk girl and an older
woman were sexually assaulted at a brothel just outside of Stevens Point. The assault led to the
girl’s death, but the accused perpetrators were not being brought to justice. Julia sprang to her
defense. Unlike previous cases, Julia was not on the witness list as an interpreter. She was
considered too close to the victims to be impartial, and another French-Ho-Chunk man named
John St. Cyr, whose life had followed a similar trajectory to her own, was brought in from Black
River Falls to translate. In the face of broad resistance to bringing the case to court, both from the
Black River Falls branch of the tribe and from the Stevens Point public, the tribe paid the district
attorney and his assistant $2,000 to bring the case to the court. However, the accused—Charles
Crockett and Charles Hoeffel—were part of a network of their own, one of organized crime.
Furthermore, scuttlebutt around the town had it that local elites had been at the brothel that day.
Regardless of what the Ho-Chunk survivor, her nine friends and relatives, or Julia had to say, the

decision was made before the court ever convened. Judge Kingsbury did not even see fit to bring

20 \Wisconsin. Justice of the Peace (Stevens Point). Justice Dockets, 1885-1917, n.d., University of Wisconsin Stevens
Point Archives.



the case to trial. In previous cases that were brought to trial, the perpetrators had been recent
immigrants, poor themselves, without connections. This time, all the gears of the system ground
to a halt to protect their own. At the year’s end county supervisor’s meeting, the official meeting
minutes declared the case a “reckless waste of public funds,” and Stevens Point swept it under

the rug.?!

During her years in Stevens Point, Julia received unprecedented public acclaim. Versions
of her story appeared in statewide newspapers, in an 1881 History of Northern Wisconsin, and in
a Portage County history book published in 1919. Although she had been well-known among her
kin and the creole culture in Prairie du Chien, Portage, and Green Bay before the removals, she
had not received much notice from the dominant culture. But now, in her later years, she was
described as being “of much more than ordinary intelligence,” and “a deserving woman,” and a
“famous French-Winnebago resident.” This may have been a function of her age—white people
like to talk about old Indians, or perhaps the fact that she was living in a predominantly white

space, but still enacting the heritage of her ancestors, rendering every service she could.?

Although she continued to receive her annuity payment from the government, Julia is not

recorded as asking the Ho-Chunk at Pike Lake for help, even when she was in “abject poverty.”
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Rather, she took advantage of institutions of Stevens Point, where she was listed as a non-

resident pauper from about 1884 until her death.?* Perhaps this gave her flexibility to provide
interpretation free of charge, benefiting the whole community. After the calamity of the 1886
judgment, it appears that the Ho-Chunk grew less reliant on Lee, looking to multilingual and

cross-culturally proficient members of their own community to write letters and speak to power.

As a woman of both Ho-Chunk and French descent, Julia spent her life navigating
cultural, racial, and linguistic divides. Unfortunately, Julia’s story in the archive is a fragmented
one. She did not read or write, so her voice is lost to a text-based historian, and we must read
between the lines of the documents and events of her life. Throughout Julia Grignon Mayrond’s
lifetime of service to the Ho-Chunk, her efforts prioritized Ho-Chunk stability and survivance
over the predation and treachery of the settler colonial empire. She lived into the words she had
been taught, to live as though the earth, the day, and the trees were her witnesses-- whether it
was stately elms at the Portage, basswood, and ash on the floodplains around Baraboo, or the

jack pine grove where UWSP now stands.
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