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n 1849, more people lived in a village at Long Prairie than in Duluth or for that 

matter most other villages in the newly formed Minnesota Territory. The site of 

the village, in an area where the Long Prairie River swings from an easterly 

direction to due north, was a beehive of activity, with a school, church, 

warehouses, and many homes. This was nine years before Minnesota became a 

state. The village was headquarters for the Long Prairie Reservation, home of the 

Winnebago Indians.  

By a treaty with the tribe in 1846, the U.S. government gave the Winnebago a 

huge swath of land in the vicinity of the Long Prairie River. The total area of the 

reservation was more than 897,900 acres. 

 

Long Prairie Reservation. The Winnebago tribe moved to this area in 1848, a year before Minnesota became a territory. The 
reservation was in what is today an area in central Minnesota. Map based on Nicollet’s map of 1843. Courtesy Minnesota 
Historical Society with modifications by the author. 

Boundaries of the long Prairie Reservation ran from the modern-day City of Long 

Prairie (in 1848 village of Winnebago Indians) along the Long Prairie River to 

Clotho, then in a southwest direction toward Alexandria, then in a southeasterly 

direction to Sauk Rapids, then following the Mississippi River north to the mouth 

I 



of  the Crow Wing River, then west along the Crow Wing River to the mouth of the 

Long Prairie River, then south along the Long Prairie River before ending at the 

Indian village at the bend in the river.  

The population of the Winnebago tribe, men, women, and children was about 

2,500, with over 1,700 living on the Long Prairie Reservation in 1851. Reports vary 

on how many lived at the agency headquarters at Long Prairie at any one time, 

but, in 1853, the Indian Agent in Long Prairie reported, “there are about 300 

Winnebagoes at this place, a few at Watab prairie [area on west side of 

Mississippi River near Sauk Rapids] and in that vicinity; the balance are hunting on 

Crow river.”  

 

The Winnebago lived on the Long Prairie Reservation in Minnesota Territory 1848-1855. 

Farming was a way for the tribe. In 1853 the Indians at Long Prairie planted 50 

acres of oats, cultivated 112 acres of corn, 14 acres of potatoes, two acres of 

rutabagas, and two acres of turnips. Wheat harvests produced more bounty for 

the tribe. Wild game and fish were a part of their diet as well.  

 



For the children, life was more than play. Officials at the reservation put much 

emphasis on education, as provided by Article 4 in the Treaty of 1846. The Treaty 

stated that a sum of $10,000 dollars be set apart and applied for “the creation and 

carrying on one or more manual labor schools.”   

A contract was signed with Right Rev. Joseph Cretin, bishop of St. Paul (Catholic 

church), to provide leadership and conduct instruction. In 1853, In his Annual 

Report, Superintendent Francis De Tivoldi reported 62 students, on average, in the 

classroom. Sisters of Charity guided students’ learning. The superintendent was 

pleased with their progress: He wrote, “The scholars were remarkable for their 

capability, application, and docility; consequently, they have made great progress 

in reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, and geography; the little girls especially 

have acquitted themselves in a manner worthy of praise.” Many children were 

taught how to sing.  

in another Annual Report, September 1853, J. E. Fletcher, Indian Agent at Long 

Prairie, gave high praise to the tribe noting, “Minnesota, in her infancy, owed 

much of her prosperity to these same Winnebagoes.” The village at Long Prairie 

was the hub of activity and a cultural center for the Winnebago Indians. 

In the years prior to life on the Long Prairie River, the Winnebago lived on a 

reservation in northeastern Iowa. But conditions in Iowa were not favorable, so on 

June 8, 1848, the tribe gathered and began a move north, some 300 miles, to its 

new home on the Long Prairie Reservation. In a journal of the State Historical 

Society of Iowa, Bruce E. Mahan wrote estimates indicate 2100 to 2800 Indians 

were in the caravan when it left Iowa. 

For the trip, hundreds of Indians rode ponies while others sat on wagons, 110 in 

number, provided by the government. Four wagons, pulled by six-mule teams, 

carried supplies. The caravan slowly moved north. U.S. Army soldiers, commanded 

by Capitan James Morgan, guided, and often prodded, the Indians along the trail. 

A few Indians tried to leave the caravan and return to Iowa but were persuaded by 

actions of the soldiers from doing so.  

The first leg of the journey was overland to Winona. Then the Indians and their 

possessions were loaded on steamboats and barges for a push north to Fort 

Snelling. From Fort Snelling, the journey resumed overland, overall taking about 

30 days to reach its destination. By the journey’s end, eight Winnebago had died, 



seven killed by a dangerous lightning storm near Sauk Rapids, another from 

natural causes along the way. 

Before much time had passed, some members of the Winnebago tribe became 

dissatisfied with the Long Prairie River region. The land was dense forests and not 

suited to the farming practices of the Indians. Further complicating matters, the 

reservation was situated between the Chippewa Indians on the north and the 

Sioux Indians on the south, the two tribes often not on friendly terms with one 

another. Danger often lurked behind trees or over hills, and harm to the 

Winnebago Indians from the opposing factions was always a possibility.  

The threat for the Winnebagoes was real. The Governor and Supt. Indian Affairs,  

Minnesota Territory, in an Annual Report, September 1854, revealed one 

terrifying incident, “before a war party of the Sioux went to the very door of the 

Chippewa  agency and killed and scalped three or four Chippewas.  Then in turn 

the Chippewas marched a war party to the Sioux agency, and commenced an 

attack; but their caution this time was not equal to their thirst for blood…” 

At various times, Individuals would leave Long Prairie and retreat to their old 

hunting grounds in Wisconsin or Iowa. The government sought to entice those 

who fled to return, but efforts to bring them back to Long Prairie had limited 

success. In 1853, the tribe entered negotiations on a new treaty with the 

government for locating a new home in Minnesota Territory. This effort, the 

Watab Treaty, failed. Two years later, in 1855, the tribe finally reached an 

agreement on another treaty to leave the Long Prairie Reservation.   

In this new treaty, the Winnebago gave up their lands along the Long Prairie River 

and moved to Blue Earth in the southern part of the territory. The Winnebago 

reservation along the Long Prairie River reverted to ownership of the United 

States.  

After the Indians departed, the village along the Long Prairie River turned into an 

Indian ghost town. In a brief time, some structures that remained in the village 

were dismantled and building materials stolen. And other improvements made by 

the Indians destroyed by fire. While a few buildings survived for a while, only the 

spirits of Indians who had died in the village remained to remind posterity of the 

tribe’s former home in the wilderness. 



 

 Long Prairie River flows east near Clotho, Minnesota. Winnebago Indians traveled by canoe on the river to reach more remote 
areas of the Long Prairie Reservation. 

With the Indians gone, a new chapter for life at the bend in the Long Prairie River 

began in 1856. A handful of settlers of European descent arrived. One family, 

when entering the abandoned Indian village from the east, while looking down 

from the big hill, saw a “happy valley,” not a prairie at all as it was commonly 

known. 



In a book published in 1888, Charlotte Ouisconsin Van Cleve, the wife of a settler 

wrote: 

After a brief, but much needed rest, we opened our eyes on a calm fair 

Sabbath morning, and our new home, in the soft hazy light of an Indian 

summer sunrise was very lovely. It required no very vivid imagination to 

fancy ourselves in the happy valley of "Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia," and it 

seemed to me impossible that anyone could ever desire, like that 

discontented youth, to leave so charming a spot. The term prairie is a 

misnomer in this case; instead, we found a beautiful fruitful valley lying 

between two low ranges of hills, interspersed with groves of trees and 

picturesque lakes, and watered by a river winding gracefully through its 

whole length. It had been the seat of the Winnebago Agency, and there 

were still standing, in pretty good order, a large number of houses. These 

buildings, empty though they were, gave the idea of a settlement, 

dispelling everything like a feeling of loneliness or isolation. 

By 1900, at the dawn of a new century, the City of Long Prairie, taking its name 

from the river, had a population of 1,885 Anglo-European people. The region 

around the village thrived as well in the late 1800s as farmers cleared the 

wilderness, built homes, and established productive fields. Long Prairie had 

become the center of a new and vibrant community. 

Unfortunately for the Winnebago Indians, Long Prairie’s first farmers and 

merchants, their days in Minnesota did not have a happy ending. By the urging of 

people in southern Minnesota, the U.S. Congress passed the Winnebago Removal 

Act in 1863, to exile the tribe from the state.  This time the tribe did not fare well 

as they were settled on a desolate prairie, the Crow Creek Reservation in the now 

state of South Dakota.  
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APPENDIX A 

 TREATY OF 1846, WINNEBAGOES 

 

 
From the TREATY OF 1846. Names of Winnebago leaders listed on the final Treaty of 1846, creating the Long Prairie Reservation.  
A signature was provided for each Indian. The Indians marked the Treaty with an "X' as none could read or write. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clotho, Minnesota 


