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Racial Justice – Truth and Healing
HO-CHUNK NATION 

HOCHUNGRA (The People with the Big Voice) 

Ho-Chunk history extends back more than 10,000 years, predating the last ice age, with evidence of 
their presence found throughout the Midwest region. The Ho-Chunk hunted, farmed, and gathered 
food, including nuts, berries, roots, and edible leaves. With changing seasons, families moved from 
area to area to find food. Traditionally Ho-Chunk men and women had completely equal but different 
roles. Women were in charge of the home. They owned the home and everything in it. They were 
responsible for growing, gathering, and processing food, processing and cooking game, tanning 
hides, and providing tools, binding, clothing, and covers for dwellings. They also cared for children 
and elders. Women were held in high esteem because they brought forth life from the Creator. Men 
were protectors who hunted and fished to support the family and interfaced with other tribal 
communities (5,6). 


A series of treaties forced the Ho-Chunk out of their homeland, removing them to reservations in 
Iowa, Minnesota, South Dakota and to a portion of the Omaha Reservation in Nebraska. With each 
removal (totaling eleven), small bands returned to Wisconsin (3).


During a period of 12 years (1829-1837), the Ho-Chunk lost all their designated ancestral homeland 
in Wisconsin. The Treaty of 1829, opening land in southeastern Wisconsin for lead mining, removed 
1/3 of their ancestral land (1,9). The Treaty of 1832 finalized a second land cession, another third of 
their land, south and east of the Wisconsin River, and for the first time called for the removal of the 
Ho-Chunk people west of the Mississippi. It also called for establishing “neutral ground” in Iowa that 
would be a buffer between the Wahpeton and the Sac and Fox (1). The Treaty of 1837, which the 
Ho-Chunk were coerced into signing, ceded the last of their ancestral homelands north of the 
Wisconsin River. It ultimately divided the Ho-Chunk people into “Abiding” and “Non-Abiding” 
factions. The former decided to quietly resist exile and stay on their homelands, while the latter were 
reluctant exiles who did not want to leave their homelands but felt they had no choice or assented 
believing they could carve out some form of autonomy and self-determination in new territory (1,3,9).


Though some Ho-Chunk began to move to the neutral ground in 1837, the first forced removal 
occurred in 1840 to a 40-mile-wide strip of land (ceded in 1830 by the Wahpeton, Sac, and Fox) 
stretching southwest across Northeast Iowa including Winneshiek and Allamakee counties. 
Hundreds if not thousands died during this time. This land was ceded in 1846, removing the Ho 
Chunk to the Long Prairie area in Minnesota (1,9).
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In 1855 a new treaty 
caused the removal of 
the Ho-Chunk from Long 
Prairie to a fertile farming 
area near Blue Earth, 
Minnesota affecting the 
health and well-being of 
the Ho-Chunk people 
who faced hostilities from 
white settlers and unpaid 
allotments from the 
government (1). The 
aftermath of the US-
Dakota War of 1862 
impacted the Ho-Chunk 
at Blue Earth. The desire 
of colonists to remove all 
Indians from Minnesota 
after the war led to a bill 
to evict the Ho-Chunk, 
who had been uninvolved 
in the war but resided on prime agricultural land the colonists wanted (2).


In 1863, a special act of Congress to expel the Ho-Chunk from Minnesota called for their 
removal to the Crow Creek Reserve in South Dakota, resulting in a cataclysmic exile where 
hundreds of people died or suffered from illness. This historical trauma lives in Ho-Chunk 
memory today (9). Lacking resources and food, survivors of the harsh removal to South Dakota 
fled south to the Omaha Reservation in 1865 (3,7,9). In 1865, the Omaha Nation ceded part of 
their reserve to the US, which in turn granted this area to the Ho-Chunk, establishing a 
separate Winnebago Reservation, which was expanded in 1874.


From 1872 - 1874, Congress attempted to remove the Ho-Chunk people from Wisconsin once 
and for all. In 1873, 800 people were loaded into boxcars in the middle of winter and 
transported to the Winnebago Reservation in Nebraska. This was another traumatic experience 
of death and suffering that also lives in the memory of Ho-Chunk people today. Despite the 
horrors, the deportation was a failure. The Ho-Chunk had legitimate claims to remain in 
Wisconsin and the military had no authority to physically restrain those who wanted to return to 
Wisconsin. As soon as the people were deposited in Nebraska, they began returning home in 
huge numbers in 1874. In 1875 the US gave up and granted the Ho-Chunk the right to remain 
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in Wisconsin and established a special homestead policy for them (9). The attempts from 1832 
– 1874 to ethnically cleanse the Ho-Chunk from Wisconsin and Illinois were thwarted 
continuously by members returning to their ancestral home, finally receiving special legislation 
to remain on 40-acre homesteads (3,4,9).

Of the Ho-Chunk’s 10 million acres of ancestral land, the Nation reclaimed over 2,000 acres in 
twelve Wisconsin counties and currently has 10,000 citizens. The Ho-Chunk Nation’s 
economic gains from the gaming industry have provided support for tribal programs including 
health clinics, Head Start centers, wellness programs and family services. Other activities 
include language renewal and revitalization as well as cultural preservation following the end of 
federal assimilation and the closing of eleven boarding schools in Wisconsin (1,3,4). The 
Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska, consisting of 2,600 members, focuses on economic 
development, education, housing, and health care (7,8).
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