I\few York Indians in Milwaukee

Abstract

This original concept for this study was simple; conduct a study of the Indian
experience in Milwaukee with a focus on the years between 1900 and 1950 to counter the
idea that Indians were an anachronism in modern life- especially in cities. However, the
dominating and overwhelming presence of Wisconsin Oneida in the city of Milwaukee
over other long-standing tribes in the Wisconsin area, begged the question as to why the
Oneida seemed willing and able to exploit the city while the other long-standing Native
groups were not. When I tried to connect all the activity of Oneidas in Milwaukee to the
personal understanding of community members and the literature on the Oneida, three
things stood out that are interrelated.

One is a pervasive, academic and community narrative that describes the Oneida
of Wisconsin as those among the Iroquois who desired to become white, while another is
unrelenting claims by the Oneida of their contribution to the American Revolution and
their commitment to the American project. And finally, there is a profound lack of
anthropological attention of traditional aspects of Haudenosaunee culture such as
leadership, diplomacy, alliances, expansion, and adoption- all of which the Oneida have
practiced with the urban environment. I hypothesize that the Oneida, rather than
becoming white, allied themselves to the Americans when other options of autonomy had
closed, and that the urban Oneida who successfully exploited cities were simply
exhibiting traditional skills they have been using with other Indian groups and Europeans
for a documented 450 years- although in the urban setting these skills appear white to
anthropologists and historians rather than a refined traditional practice. I propose a case
study of the Oneida of Wisconsin in Milwaukee and other cities that will challenge the
current academic understanding of Oneidas and whiteness, while expanding our ideas of
traditional cultural categories.

Introduction

“At one time we wanted to be white people” was how an Oneida tribal member
recently explained to me the tribal division and move to Wisconsin beginning in 1822 of
a group of Oneida, one of six member nations of the Iroquois Confederacy- the
Haudenosaunee of the New York area. My fellow tribal member’s comments reflect an
evolving historical narrative within the community of Wisconsin Oneida where tribal
institutions encourage cultural revitalization through the restoration of “traditional”
government like the clan system, ancient ceremonies, and a re-elevation of the role of
corn and agriculture. However, a narrative on antiquity and culture leaves little room for
the history of the urban experience for Oneida people, and given my fellow tribal
member’s disparaging comment, the problem is more than a lack of information.

Voluminous anthropological work on the Iroquois describe the Oneida experience
as one of gradual acculturation in the 19" century, with a concurrent forfeit of identity,
imposed on the community due to the loss of communal land holdings, first in New York,
and again at the end of the 20™ century in Wisconsin. With the lack of information on
urbanism and Indians, current historical tribal projects take their cue from these works,
and what little attention is paid to the urban environment is negative, and implies again,



that those who moved to urban centers were much less culturally connected as there is no
evidence of “traditional” practices in the city. Within this context, urbanism means White
as it is assumed that successful urban adaptation is an embracement of white society over
Indian society by Oneida tribal members.

After reviewing the literature of the Oneida, and examining primary resources
such as treaty testimony, interviews, surveys, census manuscripts, and Iroquoian material
culture, I believe Oneidas used the urban environment primarily for its resources of work
and education as well as a place to express expansion and leadership and to build
alliances, and that the majority of those who migrated were no more estranged from their
culture than those on the reservation. Furthermore, I argue urban migration was not, and
is not, antithetical to Oneida traditional values, as Oneidas in the city continued to use the
skills they have practiced for hundreds of years in diplomacy and expansion- not just for
themselves, but primarily for the benefit of the tribe as a whole. Iroquoian values before
and after contact are described in the literature as fundamentally instrumental,
encouraging the expansion and strength of the nation through leadership and reciprocal,
or kinship obligations, alliances, travel, and adoption. These values and skills have been
crowded out of not only tribal historical projects, but the general Indian literature which
more typically looks for remnants of Iroquoian culture such as council protocol,
ceremonies and curing practices.

However, the historical Iroquois Confederacy in the literature were best known
for their mediation (some would say meddling) with other Indians and imperial
Europeans, and their often-violent methods of incorporation or intact adoption of outside
groups. Indeed, historical proximity of the Iroquois to nascent America is one of the
reasons for the volume of work on the Iroquois. After 450 years of documented
diplomacy with other Indian nations and European nations, Iroquois people, for better or
worse, think of themselves as “Big Men,” those self-selected men who were “raised up”
outside of the hereditary leadership process through oratory, or military skill, and who
influenced the people in a good direction or brought useful alliances to the League
doorstep. These “Pine Tree Chiefs” and War chiefs are the direct ancestors of the group
that supported the American Revolution, organized the move to Wisconsin, and whose
descendants led the way to Milwaukee and other cities advancing the causes and needs of
the tribe, while organizing and speaking for other Indian groups in the city.

These leaders felt a congruency with the emergent American scheme in the late
19" century that, coupled with a severe contraction of their collective and personal
autonomy, led them to choose Americans over their traditional alliance with the British.
Constant demands on the Haudenosaunee to choose a side- whatever side- coupled with
widening Indian/colonialist population trajectories weakened the unifying strength of the
Haudenosaunee League, and federated Indian brothers devolved into village
constituencies with increasingly conflicted loyalties and obligations that had been
modified through the structural obligations of the League. By the time of the American
Revolution the Haudenosaunee land base, particularly the Oneida’s, was under intense
pressure from settlers and land speculators and they became the new eastern flank of the
Iroquois exposed to colonists. The Oneidas, like the Mohawk and British before them,
developed relationships with the emerging power in the New York area- the Americans.



Additionally, the Oneida were the nation within the Confederacy appointed to host newly
adopted tribes, and their adoptees by the time of the Revolution, and immediately after,
was a series of nations who had been forced to remove from their more eastern
homelands and were resigned to the strategy of accommodation over resistance. In the
absence of a strong Confederacy the Oneida reconstituted a set of alliances on the eve of
the Revolutionary War with the other pro-American groups such as the Tuscarora,
members of the “praying” mission of Caughnawaga, principal chiefs from the town
Oquaga, and other warriors from the Onondaga and Mohawk. Immediately following the
War, amalgamated Christian tribes from the eastern coast such as the Stockbridge and
Brothertown, who had been allied with the Oneida for many years prior, moved on to
Oneida land, receiving land grants. The more eastern groups had channeled their Native
notions of adoption and incorporation by embracing “the offer” by whites of Christianity
and farming, while hoping as a group to survive the imperial wars taking place on their
former homelands. It is with these groups the Oneida form an alliance during the unstable
time of the Revolution, and later, intermarried and lived with the Oneida as relatives in
Milwaukee in the 1920s and 1930s forming an enduring alliance between them that exists
yet today.

Although Oneidas are often reported to have traded their traditions for
Christianity, not much is said of their ability to work the urban environment to their
advantage, while collectively fighting to maintain and grow their community. The
descendants of those who supported the American Revolution emigrated to Wisconsin
and then to Milwaukee. When faced with nearly losing everything twice due to land loss,
they responded with migration first to Wisconsin- and then to urban areas- but primarily
Milwaukee, because it was close enough to exploit with relative ease, and not so far away
from home that one became too alienated from kin, nation and identity. In Milwaukee
and other cities like Detroit, Chicago, ad Los Angles, Wisconsin Oneida used the skills
they have been practicing for hundreds of years, such as diplomacy, leadership, and
alliances, while unconsciously promoting the values of the Haudenosaunee such as
expansion and travel. Urban Oneida receive no recognition for these skills as historical
and anthropological studies do not list or study these cultural traits, perhaps because they
seem like assimilated traits to non-Indian academics who are unintentionally looking for
difference.

Historical Method

Anthropologist William Fenton, the most well-known and prolific non-Indian of
those who have studied the Iroquois has said,

“The prophet who would succeed among the Iroquois must speak in

ancient tongues, he must use old words, and he must relate his program to

the old ways. He is a conservator at the same time he is a reformer. All of

the Iroquois reformers have been traditionalists. This is one of the reasons

the Iroquois culture has survived so long.”

We can appreciate Fenton’s words although many Iroquois traditionalists have publically
fought with Fenton and his mentees since the 1990s, and that fight itself became fodder
for a few journal articles. Fenton, the “Dean of Iroquoian studies,” fathered a group of
anthropologists, ethnologists, and historians in the 1950s called “Iroquoianists” through



today who narrowed their studies to the Haudenosaunee, producing a body of work so
large the Iroquois have been called the “most studied,” “over-studied,” or a “model” of
how to study any one group of people. The method Fenton developed is concerned with
the “problem of stability.” Growing up in upstate New York, Fenton meets many
Iroquois people and he fascinated by the fact that despite all the wrenching changes they
have been through, the Iroquois people he meets exhibit cultural continuity. The method
he develops to probe this continuity, or stability is “upstreaming.” Upstreaming uses
information from a present, or more known situation and applies it to the more
fragmented and murky past. One of the best-known examples of this method in an urban
environment is a study of the relationship between the work-party methods of Mohawks
who are legendary in “high steel” to the war-party techniques of the Mohawk’s less-
known past.'

Connecting the Revolutionary past and urban present situations of the Oneida has
explanatory power for both periods (what one author has called “downstreaming”).
Upstreaming the situation of the Oneida in urban areas, particularly Milwaukee,
illuminates what may have happened in the less-documented time of the Revolution, and
explains why the Oneida and their alliances would turn against the British, while the
balance of the Haudenosaunee were unwilling to support the Americans. Constant claims
of the Oneida of their service and friendship to America have gone unrecognized, not just
by the American government, but by Fenton’s mentees who instead focused on the
Oneida leaders “positive attitude” towards whites, ignoring I believe, their own
upstreaming tenets. For instance despite anointing white missionaries and rogue warriors
as the main protagonists in the move to New York, Oneida oral tradition valorizes
women and Oneida- not white leaders. There is little upstreaming evidence in Indian
traditions that white individuals were the loci of belief or inspiration, although there is
evidence that white institutions such as Christianity and capitalism were incorporated,
sometimes with enthusiasm, and sometimes with resignation. I hypothesize the Oneida
made a political, economic, and hence, a spiritual decision to join the Americans as
brothers, not with a chain of friendship as was offered by the autonomous Confederacy to
imperial powers in the past, but as adopted brothers to the Americans when Iroquoia was
overwhelmed by white pressure and population dominance in recognition of their new
conditions.

Upstreaming is also in a sense “downstreaming” because the method connects
two time periods through items of stability that can imply what was important in the past
will be reflected in the present. In the case of urban Oneida the items that connect the
two periods are themes such as the Revolution, but also the values or skills of
expansionism, leadership, diplomacy, adoption, travel, and alliances that have been long-
documented cultural precepts of the Haudenosaunee shown in traditional teachings, the
five League wampum protocol belts, and ancient metaphorical stories and images of
these Indians. In the urban environment in Milwaukee there is evidence of these
Haudenosaunee cultural precepts as Wisconsin Oneida leadership managed
reservation/federal issues from the city, reached out to other groups in Milwaukee such as
socialists, churches, universities and the museum, all the while living around and



marrying Indians from their post-Revolutionary alliances like the Stockbridge and
Brothertown.

Additionally, the Wisconsin Oneida blended Indian/white traditions both on the
reservation and in the city which is further upstreaming evidence of the American effect
rather than the white effect. For example, the reservation established their pow-wow on
July 4 following years of “open houses” by the twin chiefs of Oneida reservation on the
day, while urban Oneida incorporated American culture like piano singing and ballroom
dancing into their traditional Indian gatherings since the 1920s, and publically argued
their loyalty and commitment to America as early as the 1930s when very few Indians
were living in Milwaukee.

Most important in this study using the method of upstreaming is the refutation
that the Oneida wanted to become white. This little-challenged theory of Iroquoianists
holds that Oneida war chiefs looking for prestige outside the hereditary system ignored
the needs of the nation as a whole, and pulled the Oneida into the American system,
which officially “doused” the ancient Confederacy council fire as the nations could not
agree on whom to support. These Oneida leaders are said to have been “devoted” to white
missionaries and influenced by their “nefarious” aims for either American glory, or for
their ambitious plans as leaders of an Indian empire in the Wisconsin area. However,
even Iroquoisist Barbara Graymont whose book remains the last word on the Iroquois
and the Revolution notes this only as an “interesting theory” that has not been seriously
tested since the original claim in 1974, but has been recycled and embellished in studies
over the years.’

Knowingly or not, traditional Oneida have accepted this notion of betrayal and
whiteness and have begun a fervent search for “traditional” practices to counter the
Oneida storyline of un-Indianess. Some holes have pierced this turn-to-white narrative,
and even within the secondary literature it is possible to piece together a far different
story than the Oneida betrayal to the Iroquois Confederacy through slavish devotion to
whites. However, the plot-line is still alive in recently published works, unchallenged,
with critical implications for the economic and cultural well-being of the Wisconsin
Oneida community. For instance, recently, the New York Oneida community has begun
to insist that the Wisconsin Oneida became so assimilated that they do not deserve to be
part of the land claim suit the three largest remaining Oneida settlements have been
jointly pursuing (the first land claims suit in U.S.) since 1916.

Arguing through the upstreaming method is difficult as it requires a comfortable
familiarity with both long stretches of history and the cultural characteristics of the group
under investigation in order to glean those items of cultural stability. With a focus on the
Oneida, the following brief Haudenosaunee historical narrative divides into roughly three
time periods in order to help the reader assess the hypotheses of the proposal. The first
section is about 500 years of Iroquoian history up to the point of the American
Revolution with an emphasis of those characteristics that are later evidenced in the
Wisconsin Oneida in the urban environment; the second section is the period of time that
forms the actions of the individuals and groups that come to support the nascent
American idea, and the third moves quickly forward to the Oneida in the urban setting
where the reader will begin to see some continuity of culture using previously unexplored
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categories such as alliances and leadership.

Following the historical narrative, the literature section will both survey the
importance and impact of Iroquoian studies, and then introduce the new categories of
culture such as leadership or adoption that will be further explored through this proposed
study. This section uses the work of the Iroquoianists, the literature written by
Haudenosaunee traditionalists, as well as Oneida oral traditions and their material culture
to make the case that these unacknowledged cultural precepts are ancient, traditional, and
ignored by Iroquoianist authors, and traditional and progressive Oneida historians alike.
Reflecting William Fenton’s belief that those who wish to be heard among the
Haudenosaunee “must speak in ancient tongues, he must use old words, and he must
relate his program to the old ways,” this study will use the language, stories and material
culture recognized by the traditional Oneida coupled with the information and analysis of
the Iroquoianists to argue the Oneida urban experience was not simply an act of
assimilation.

Historical Narrative
Pre-Contact to Early Contact

The Oneida of Wisconsin are one of the original five Native groups that belonged
to the Iroquois League, or the Haudenosaunee- “People of the Longhouse.” The
Longhouse is literally the long, large housing structure that held 10 or more families
living physically together, but who had relative autonomy over household decisions. The
Longhouse is a physical, geographical, and metaphoric representation of a social
structure that is expressed from the micro level to the macro. One can move from the
micro, or household level, to the clan, village, the tribe, and to the Iroquois League, all
while practicing the interdependent principals of autonomy and consensus- in the sense
that tribal, village and personal autonomy were completely respected (people from all
nations were free to make decisions that were different than those of their tribal group
such as during the Revolutionary War), while their obligations and duties under the clan
system was absolute.?

Men assigned by women met at the League level in a manner best described as an
“attuning” towards unity and consensus - to be of one mind over matters that affect all.
For instance, the Thanksgiving Address that precedes each intra, or inter-nation Council
is a long list of that which is to be appreciated, ending each section with the refrain “now
our minds are one.” Over time the Iroquois learned to leave alone matters that reflected
deep divisions, thus preserving the attitude of unity. Unity was not an altruistic motive
however, as a deep, if spare unity of many people and groups provided for the health of
all through ties of related people, and knowing one’s place in the world through
connections that spread beyond their household, village or tribe was necessary, and not
just a matter of good manners. A useful analogy is to imagine Iroquois society as a body
whose health relies on the robustness of alliances or relatives that spreads outward in
connections whose obligation to the community is clear. The body is central, but
expansion through alliances allows the body to pull in the resources that keep it healthy.

Ancient Haudenosaunee looked outward, and their cosmology of expansion and
outward-looking is reflected in their metaphoric language and cultural adaptations for
incorporation. Starting with their alliances between the Five Nations, they developed the
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Great Law of Peace that intertwined the groups based on clan relationships. Through their
“longhouse” or “whole house” they could “extend the rafters” to include all who would
take “shelter beneath the White roots of peace” and the “spreading thistledown” of the
“ever growing” “Great White Pine” that shelters the heart of the body politic. The
Haudenosaunee idea of peace and prosperity was dependent on the encouraging all in
their world to take part in their society whether by becoming incorporated as a captive,
joining them intact as a new group, or by having an alliance with them through the
“Chain of Friendship.”

The alliance of the Five Nations was the original application of their kinship
system that ties and binds ever-outward and was logically extended to Europeans using
the metaphoric device the “Covenant Chain.” The chain of friendship was extended to
any individual or group who would temper and increase the communion and health
(prosperity) of peoples while preserving their inherent rights of freedom. The chain could
be “rusty”, and need “brightening” or “polishing.” A system of alliances makes strangers’
family and the political arrangements the Haudenosaunee sought from contact on are best
viewed within the context of this desire for both freedom and prosperity through
pragmatic familial ties, rather than as affection for any particular group or their ideology.
The example of the Covenant Chain is an exemplar of the twin nature of autonomy and
obligation that so defines the Haudenosaunee world view. Clear and consistent
obligations to one’s sister, her children, to village council, to intra-tribal Grand Council,
or to imperial associations meant all individuals were taken care of and therefore all
peoples had more freedom to pursue personal needs such as dream quests or skills
specific to the individual or “party” (usually called factions) like diplomacy or
negotiation- always with the health of the body politic in mind.

Balance is a guiding philosophy and is expressed in most Haudenosaunee tales,
which like many ancient stories are flexible enough to be reinterpreted as times change,
and can be contrasted to History, which is more a fact-based, chronological interpretation
of events. The preoccupation with balance through social relationships can be traced to
life before the Kaianeraserakowa- the Great Law of Peace which was brought to the
Haudenosaunee when they fell into constant war, blood feuds, and cannibalism in very
early times. Deganawidah - the Peacemaker- joined with Hiawatha and Jigonsaeh (a
symbolic woman as one who had control of the food/health of the people) to give up war,
and give the deer and corn an elevated and proper place as sustenance over humans. The
Great Law was the foundation for the association of groups formed by the Peacemaker to
end warring and cannibalism and to promote peace and prosperity between them. The
primary concepts of the federated League were Ne’ Sken no, or Health; Ne’ Gai’ihwiio
or Rightousness; and Ne’ Gashasde sa- Popular Sovereignty. Health is often referred to as
Peace, or the ability for prosperity of the people through Peace after much warring,
Righteousness, or ethical behavior in implementing social justice, and Popular
Sovereignty, or bowing to the will of the people and the concept of public safety, or
defense.

First to accept his message was the Mohawk, then Oneida, Seneca, Onondaga,
and Cayuga. Their order of acceptance of the Law is reflected in the number of feathers
they wear on their heads during ceremonies or social dancing. The Peacemaker had



particular difficulty persuading a fierce, Onondaga warrior to the Great Law. Snakes,
representing Tadadaho’s “bad mind” were combed out of his hair (the comb is significant
Iroquois symbol), and he was made Firekeeper and Onondaga became the central fire of
the League. As Central Fire the Onondagas meditate the issues brought to the Council
meetings. The Mohawk preside over the eastern “door” of the house, and the Seneca
guard the western door. Both are the “elder brothers” of the five groups hence their
protective physical positions and their right to bring issues to Council. The younger
brothers are the Cayuga and the Oneida who react to issues brought forth to Council, and
the two sets go back and forth (“toss it back across the fire”) until an issue is settled.
Their council positions matched their geographical settlement in the New York area.

In order to unite the warring groups, the Peacemaker instituted a clan system
called “moieties” by anthropologists from the French word moitie’ meaning “half.”
Power is equalized by clans (which also were further sub-divided) facing each other
across the council. In this way one’s representation was theoretically no more encouraged
by nation then by clan, which cut across all nations. Iroquois people date the League to
about 1100, while the more political form witnessed by Europeans at contact is thought to
have developed due to contact around 1450- the over-all date preferred by Iroquoianists.
Matters of the League were generally centered on the Condolence Ceremony that was
conducted in Council whether with Europeans or other Indian groups- and any group can
call a Council whether White or Indian. The ceremony reiterated the agreements between
all alliances, “wiped the tears™ of those who grieved a death, and “raised up” another
chief (fifty in all) in their place if necessary, plugging the holes in their intertwined clan
system with roles for newcomers with families, with obligations and duties, while
relieving the vengeance of those who had lost part of the “body” that would cause
imbalance if not “covered” by a new replacement.

The early Haudenosaunee were very concerned with population numbers as
groups with low numbers were not healthy. Low population numbers meant obligations
would be unfulfilled at the household level, representation would be poor, or perhaps
vacant at the League level such as before the Revolution, and Haudenosaunee health or
strength in relationship to the outside world would be tenuous if numbers dipped too low
given that population dominance can more easily persuade both friends and enemies to
negotiate.

The Oneida village world was similar to other Haudenosaunee nations in that they
were socially and politically centered on the matrilineal unit of a matron and her
descendants. Ties were strongest between a woman and her daughter, and sons stayed
close as they were expected to take care of her children as well. A spouse is often
temporary, but a brother or a son is forever. Uncles and aunts were as important, if not
more important than fathers given their place within a particular line. Grandparents were
indulgent and affectionate. Clan mothers chose partners for daughters and sons at the
household level, while clan matrons choose chiefs and could (and still can) remove them
at the tribal level. Oneida lineages were exogamous (marry outside one’s lineage)
through the clan system so there existed a wide, intricate network of social obligations, or
reciprocity based on marriage as well as blood, and clan relationships. This exogamous
nature of ties played outward to serve as bond between the clans, between nations of the






