CHAPTER 2

Finnish Americanism and Indigenous
Land on Sugar Island, Michigan,
1915-1940

Justin Gage

In 1915, Finns began migrating to Sugar Island, Michigan, a nearly
50-square-mile island that sits in the St. Marys River along the US-
Canadian border (Map 2.1)." Sugar Island had been home to Anishi-
naabe Ojibwe (Chippewa) peoples for thousands of years, but their
lands had been persistently taken from them since the arrival of white
Americans in the early 1800s. In the 20th century, dozens of Finnish
families changed the island once again, continuing processes of set-
tler colonialism. Finnish success on Sugar Island came at the expense
of the Anishinaabe families there (which included transborder peo-
ple of mixed Ojibwe, Ottawa, and European ancestry). With the help
of federal and state programs, Finns accumulated a disproportionate
amount of land in a short amount of time and used it for farming, log-
ging, and other extractive industries, altering the ecosystems impor-
tant for Anishinaabe subsistence.> With a developing economy, Finns
seized the labor market, putting Anishinaabe workers at a significant
disadvantage, further damaging Indigenous livelihoods and political
power.
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When Finns first settled, Indigenous families still represented more
than a third of the local population (which also included people of
white American, British, and Canadian ancestry), giving them politi-
cal sway. But, as more and more Finns arrived, Indigenous influence in
the local government diminished. Finns retooled the local government
to work for them, pushing for road construction that put money into
their pockets. The new roads and a ferry connected Sugar Island with
the surrounding Sault Ste. Marie region. By the late 1930s, Anishinaabe
islanders had lost ground to the white settlers. In 1938, the Indigenous
population held just 4% of Sugar Island’s private acreage and 2% of its
croplands, even though they represented at least 24% of the population
(in 1940).> On the other hand, Finnish-born Americans, who repre-
sented just 22% of Sugar Island’s population, held nearly 30% of the
island’s private acreage and 35.5% of its croplands.

The ideas of the Sugar Island Finns about their settlement, on what
it meant and what it should accomplish, reflected American notions of
the frontier spirit and white exceptionalism. Although many Native-
born white Americans believed that Finnish immigrants were racially
inferior and suited for a lower-class, laboring existence in the United
States, Finnish Americans themselves held a variety of visions of what
their purpose in America should be, or what I call their own notions
of “Finnish Americanism.”* Some Finns believed that their people pos-
sessed unique characteristics that gave them an exceptional role to play
in American progress.
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Map 2.1: Sugar Island, Michigan. Map by Justin Gage.




Finnish Americanism and Indigenous Land on Sugar Island, Michigan, 1915-1940 47

Among the Finns migrating to Sugar Island, there was the belief that
they would prove their compatibility as white Americans and contrib-
ute to American progress by converting a wilderness into a developed
settlement. Finnish-Americanism on Sugar Island supported and sus-
tained 20th-century settler colonial replacement. The Sugar Island set-
tlement was choreographed by Frank Aaltonen, who believed that the
Finnish race, as he saw it, had “the blood of true pioneers.” He claimed
that his countrymen had “never known of fear of the wilderness,” and
they were “ready to tackle any obstacles in the forest”® Finnish immi-
grants, like Native-born white Americans, had the talent and an innate
drive to conquer the land. Even though 600 people lived on Sugar Island
when the Finns arrived, Aaltonen saw himself as an actual colonizer of
a “wilderness.” In fact, when Aaltonen filled out his draft card in 1917,
he listed his “Present Occupation” as “Farmer and Colonizer.””

Even though millions of Americans were heading to cities dur-
ing this era, Aaltonen was determined to create a farming colony for
like-minded Finns, regardless of the desires and opinions of the local
Anishinaabeg. For Aaltonen, the promise of America was tied to the
land, but because of the predispositions of those already living on it, the
land was not being put to proper use. Sugar Island would only benefit
his community, he thought, if it became civilized through the clearing
of forest, the expansion of agriculture, the construction of roads, and
the creation of a ferry that would finally unite Sugar Island with the
rest of the United States. By the 1930s, much of what he hoped had
been accomplished.

Taking Indigenous Lands

Frank Aaltonen immigrated to the United States as a young man in
1905 and, like many Finns, decided to go to Michigan. Before his new
life on Sugar Island, he worked in the mines for less than two years and
then as a union organizer for the Western Federation of Miners from
1908 to 1913. Like millions of other white Americans who settled on
western lands between 1862 and 1934, Frank Aaltonen got some free
land from the US government.® He made a 40-acre homestead claim
on Sugar Island in September 1915, which may have made him the first
Finnish resident in Sugar Island history. His brother Toivo claimed a
24-acre plot. The 1862 Homestead Act offered settlers up to 160 acres
of free land if the settler resided on and made improvements to that
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acreage for five years. Around 1.6 million families, almost all of them
white, took advantage of the Homestead Act, which legally redistrib-
uted 246 million acres of lands formerly held by Native Americans to
non-Natives (nearly 10% of all the land in the United States). After five
years on their respective claims, the Aaltonen brothers were given their
deeds. Toivo immediately sold his land to his brother. Four other Finn-
ish families took advantage of the remaining homestead land on Sugar
Island after the Aaltonens.’

This path to land ownership existed because of the 19th-century
colonial policies of the US government, which were driven, in part, by
settler demands for land. The acreage of Sugar Island became federal
property after the Treaty of Washington in 1836 (although the owner-
ship of the island was still being contested with Canada), which ceded
nearly fourteen million acres of land (37% of what is now the state
of Michigan) from Anishinaabe (Ojibwe and Ottawa) nations. Every
Native American in those fourteen million acres were to lose their right
to live there in 1841, a detail in the treaty that the US Congress added
only after the treaty was agreed upon. The Anishinaabeg that remained
without their own land deeds would be forced to relocate southwest to
the Missouri River country. There would be no reservation on Sugar
Island or in the region around Sault (pronounced “Soo”) Ste. Marie,
Michigan, the closest center of trade to Sugar Island and what is now
the second largest town in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan."

Ojibwes and Ottawas objected to this injustice, which the US gov-
ernment resolved with another injustice. The US government offered
Ojibwes and Ottawas individually held allotments of land in and
around the lands that they lost, just 40 acres for an individual and 80
acres for a family. The 1855 Treaty of Detroit, which was also fraud-
ulently altered by the US government, set up this redistribution and
reserved 2,600 acres on Sugar Island, but it also prevented allottees
from having title to their land for ten years." From the perspective
of the US government, the treaty also dissolved tribal organizations
among the Ojibwe and Ottawa Anishinaabeg, eliminating their rela-
tionship with Indian Affairs and the protections from the authority of
the state of Michigan that came with it.'?

Moreover, on Sugar Island and in the surrounding area, Anishi-
naabeg did not receive their allotments until 1872, a decade after most
of the northern shoreline of the island had been settled by whites. But,
even after the allotments were made, most Anishinaabeg did not live
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on their allotments. Instead, they lived near the St. Marys River, where
they could continue fishing to supplement their agriculture and forag-
ing.”” The Homestead Act brought more white Americans onto Sugar
Island and the population grew from 238 in 1870 to 544 in 1880. Still,
the island remained a rural, sparsely populated place. When Finnish
Americans began arriving in the late 1910s, the population consisted
of just 620 people.' But the arrival of Finnish settlers perpetuated the
process of land loss for Sugar Island’s Ojibwes.

The Coming of the Finns

In his own unpublished memoir, Frank Aaltonen recalled his first
encounter with Sugar Island in the early summer of 1915, as a passen-
ger on a steamer boat.'> Aaltonen noticed the island and asked another
passenger about it. The man said, “oh, it’s a good size island, some Indi-
ans there, but the land is rocky”'® The answer left Aaltonen unsatisfied,
so he pulled out a soil map from his pocket (which he carried because
he was already looking for some farmland). The map showed that there
was some “good clay soil on the island,” which convinced him to file for
a homestead claim (and persuade his brother, Toivo, to do the same).
Aaltonen toured Sugar Island and encountered swamps, mosquitoes,
and flies, but he was also proud that he saw the promise of timber and
farming. Aaltonen understood it as a place that he discovered.”

He also understood it as a perfect place for the “racial character”
of the Finns.” “The Finnish people have always been a forest people,”
Aaltonen wrote, “bent on clearing farms from wilderness” Not just
“superior woodsmen,” they were also “great fishermen and incompa-
rable hunters” He believed that Finns had carried their innate drive
and abilities to the New World, where for hundreds of years, whether
in the Delaware River Valley or along the US-Canadian border, they
had proved their worth. The “blood coursing” through their veins
made them pioneers, Aaltonen reckoned. He desperately wanted to be
a pioneer and believed that Sugar Island was a suitable stage for his
“colony”*® The “scenic splendor” of the area’s “natural setting” resem-
bled Finland, with its “innumerable lakes rivers, and islands.” He only
needed to find Finns to settle there. He would create, he claimed, “a
philanthropic land settlement project.”*

Although there were no Finns living on Sugar Island in 1915, there
were hundreds living in Sault Ste. Marie and the rest of Chippewa
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County.* In 1900, there were already close to three hundred Finns in
the county, but none on Sugar Island. There were also thousands of
Finnish immigrants and their first-generation children living in Michi-
gans Upper Peninsula. Most were miners, who faced dangerous and
unhealthy work with little pay. Workers were fired if they did not vote for
the mining companies’ political candidates. Strikes were put down with
violence.”” The large 1913-1914 Copper Strike, which Aaltonen had
worked hard to help organize, had just failed. Aaltonen wrote that Finn-
ish miners wondered, “weren’t they in America - the Land of Liberty?
Weren't they free men and women? Men ... commenced to think of an
escape from such conditions” These miners were potential settlers.

Aaltonen called his Sugar Island vision a “back-to-the-land move-
ment.” He thought that a Finn was not intended for the mines where
he “can’t have his freedom, which his mother taught him in his child-
hood” Farming would give the miners “constructive work at peace”
while paying them “better in the long run” He trekked to the Upper
Peninsula’s mining communities to spread the promises of farming on
Sugar Island. Reino and Gene Saari, sons of early Finnish-born settlers
August and Kate Saari, remembered that Frank Aaltonen lured Finns
to Sugar Island with “glorious stories” about “how wonderful it was on
the island.”** Aaltonen told Nikolai Rekola from Iron River that the St.
Marys River, which flows around Sugar Island, made the climate mild.
He claimed that, if the growing season were “just a little longer,” you
could even grow oranges and bananas.” Aaltonen paid for an adver-
tisement in a Finnish-language newspaper that said the same.” “He
was quite a salesman,” Rekola’s son remembered. With the “intolera-
ble” conditions at the mines in Michigan’s Copper Country, Iron River,
and around Chisholm, Minnesota, it was an easy sell. Aaltonen’s zeal
funneled Finns to Sugar Island. Sylvia Kuusisto Hokkanen, daughter
of early settlers Frank and Ida Kuusisto, remembered that her miner
father and others were “glad to get back to the land again>

But how did Aaltonen finance this effort? And what was in it for
him? Although he claimed in his unpublished memoirs that he wanted
to create a “cooperative farming settlement,” Aaltonen clearly saw this
also as a business venture.”® In 1916, Aaltonen used the provisions
of Michigan Act 74 (1913), which provided state funding to railroad
companies so that they would give free or reduced-rate tickets to peo-
ple who spent most of their time “securing actual settlers for unim-
proved farm lands” in Michigan.” Aaltonen was one of seven men who
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received approval from the Michigan Railroad Commission for this
benefit in 1916.%° The state helped to fund Aaltonen’s search for Finn-
ish settlers, which he used to increase his own private wealth.

Aaltonen also started a land company, the Finnish Land Agency, in
Sault Ste. Marie in 1916 with Hans Hormavirta (who was from Sault
Ste. Marie). Aaltonen claimed in a July 1916 article in the Sault newspa-
per, which appears to be an advertisement for his company in disguise,
that he was not a land speculator hoping for great profit. Instead, his
Finnish Land Agency would “serve the settler and not skin him” and
“bring honest settlers upon the lands of any honest man.”*! The pur-
pose of his company was “the colonization of the Finnish settlers upon
the lands of Chippewa county” Aaltonen promised readers that the
Finnish Land Agency would do its “little best in bringing the much-
needed settlers upon the wild lands of this country, who will be able to
make gardens out of the wilderness within a comparatively short time”
He made no mention of Sugar Island’s Anishinaabe residents.

Aaltonen also claimed that 30 to 40 settlers had purchased land on
Sugar Island and were preparing to move, but there are no records of
any such purchases. The first Finns to buy land on the island were
Hans and Aino Hormavirta, his business partners, who paid $100 for
100 acres in 1915.% Just eight months later, in June 1916, Frank and his
wife, Rauha Aaltonen, bought the same 100-acre stretch from the Hor-
mavirtas for $400. But, two months later, the Aaltonens sold that land
to Thomas Korpi (or Rajakorpi) for $500, giving them a nice profit.
The Aaltonens’ daughter, Kyllikki, recalled later in life that her parents
came to Sugar Island to establish a home and get some farmland, but
they clearly profited on real estate.”

Two other Finnish families bought land on the island in 1916:
Matti Tenhunen and Elias Laari, but neither resided there more than
a few years. August Saari’s family started their homestead claim in
1917. It was not until 1918 that the next Finns made a purchase. Seven
came that year: Oscar Siivonen, Abel Waisanen, K. O. Saaristo, Vic-
tor Wainio, Oscar Maki, Lauri Karimo, and Jacob Niemistd. Only
Korpi bought land from Aaltonen. Only Waisanen, Siivonen, Maki,
and Karimo made a permanent home there. In 1919, Mauno Syrjala,
Christian Johnson, and Frank Kuusisto purchased land. Kusti Karp-
pinen claimed a homestead in 1919.

Land was accessible to the Finnish migrants. Not only was it avail-
able, it was also more affordable than land on the mainland, and, in
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the case of the lucky homesteaders, it was free. Most of the Finns were
impoverished, but even those who settled as tenants might afford to
buy land after a few years of labor on the island or around Sault Ste.
Marie. Although 15 Finnish-born settlers bought land on Sugar Island
before 1920, we do not know exactly how many came and rented a
place, either on Sugar Island or in Sault Ste. Marie, before they could
buy land outright or get a mortgage. Most of the Finnish families relied
on mortgages to purchase their properties and to construct houses.

Among those who arrived on Sugar Island without buying prop-
erty were Robert Koski in 1917, Oskar Aho, Ilmari Kokkila, and David
Lampi in 1918, and Henry Niskanen in 1919.** Aho and Niskanen
bought land in 1921, Lampi in 1923, and Kokkila in 1926. Some of
these men and their families, including some who purchased land,
were transient residents, working elsewhere while they saved up. Aal-
tonen, for instance, spent much of his time in the early years in Sault
Ste. Marie for business (he had an office and a residence there) while
his wife, Rauha, lived on their island property. Aaltonen claimed that
about 50 Finnish families worked on the island during his first two
summers there, but there are no records of that many families acquir-
ing or renting land.*® Perhaps most of them decided not to return.

The Finnish Land Agency does not appear to have been a successful
venture. In November 1918, Aaltonen’s agency bought a plot for $225.%
Nearly a year later, Aaltonen doubled his money;, selling that same plot
to Finnish-born John Aro for $500, but, strangely, those are the only two
surviving Chippewa County land deeds that the Finnish Land Agency
appears on.”” Sometime before 1920, Aaltonen’s partner, Hans Horma-
virta, moved back across the border to Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario.” The
Aaltonens, however, would continue buying and selling land as a family.
Frank acted as an agent or intermediary for other Finns looking to buy
land. Jack Koivisto, one of the Finnish-born settlers, remembered in
his unpublished memoir that Aaltonen was a good agent for the Finns
because he could speak English and had good verbal skills.*

While it is not apparent how much Aaltonen profited in that role,
Aaltonen kept urging Finns to settle, even sending letters to the editors
of Finnish-language newspapers across the region to spread the word.
Henry Niskanen and his family, who had immigrated from Finland in
1915, heard about Sugar Island in the newspaper Tyomies (or Working
Man) while living in Chicago.” John Keko and Frank Kuusisto had
similar experiences.” But Aaltonen was not the only Finnish pipeline
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to Sugar Island. Oscar Maki first heard about Sugar Island from a real-
tor in Sault Ste. Marie.*?

The 1920 census shows 62 Finnish-born Sugar Islanders, eight of
whom were single men (there were 149,824 Finnish-born people living
in the United States in 1920, 30,096 in Michigan).* Each of them had
lived elsewhere in the United States or Canada before coming to Sugar
Island. There were 23 Finnish families (including those with American-
born children), 101 total people of Finnish descent. Twenty-two Finns
owned their own homes on the island (11 of which had mortgages). In
1920, the Finns made up 15% of the population; by 1930 they were 23%.*

Over a 20-year period, Finnish-born Americans acquired a dispro-
portionate amount of land on Sugar Island. Out of the 437 property
owners on Sugar Island in 1938 (not including properties owned by
businesses and governments), 98 of them were Finnish-born (22.4%
of the 1940 population), but those 98 Finns owned 6,322 of the 21,581
acres inventoried, or 29.3% (Figure 2.1). This statistic is even more
favorable for the Finns considering that at least 115 of the 437 prop-
erty owners did not live on Sugar Island year-round. Land brought the
Finns profit and political influence.

Company/Organization-Owned
1,429

Government-Owned
Canada-Born 7,235
3,724

Unknown Birthplace

Michigan-Born
7,021

Figure 2.1: Total acreage of Sugar Island properties owned, sorted by
birthplace of property owners (along with government lands and the
properties of companies and organizations), 1938. Sources: “Works Pro-
gress Administration Property Survey”; US Census, 1920, 1930, 1940.
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On the other hand, Anishinaabe families continued to lose acreage
after Finnish settlement. Even though people of Indigenous ancestry
made up 24% (169 out of 701) of the Sugar Island population (those
identified as “Indian” on the 1940 census), people of Indigenous ances-
try only owned 4% of Sugar Island’s individually held acreage in 1938
(this includes the 9.2 acres held by the Bay Mills Chippewa Community
on the island; see Map 2.2). If you include government and business-
owned properties, people of Indigenous ancestry only owned 3% of
Sugar Island’s acreage. A 1938 Works Progress Administration inven-
tory only lists 38 property owners of Indigenous ancestry. Although
Finns were not entirely responsible for the disparity of Native-owned
lands on Sugar Island, their intense acquisition of land in a 23-year
period beginning in 1915 (and ramping up in 1920) contributed to this
process. Most of the total number of deeds from these years between
1920 and 1939 have Finnish names on them (if you exclude the mas-
sive transfer of land from the former governor of Michigan Chase S.
Osborn to the University of Michigan). At least 68 transactions involv-
ing Finns were made that contained acreage that was documented to
have been in the hands of an Anishinaabe at some point after 1853.
Astonishingly, Finns would come to own 770 acres, or 29%, of the orig-
inal 2,700 acres allotted to the Anishinaabeg in 1873.
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Map 2.2: Properties on Sugar Island owned by Native Americans (left) and
Finnish-born Americans (right), 1938. Source: “Works Progress Adminis-
tration Property Survey” 1938.
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Finns bought land from Anishinaabeg directly. One academic
source claimed that Frank Aaltonen “bought land cheaply from the
Indians and was publicly criticized for it”* Although that claim is
made without a specific citation, it seems possible based on surviving
land deeds. In 1919, for instance, Aaltonen paid Charlotte Shaganobe
(or Shaganaba), a 70-year-old Ojibwe widow (who died the following
year), $400 for a 40-acre plot.* Four months after Aaltonen bought
the plot, he sold it to another Finn for $500. There is no evidence that
Finns acquired Anishinaabe lands illegally or under the threat of vio-
lence, but Finnish settlement only furthered Anishinaabe land loss. In
fact, it is likely that some Anishinaabe families were forced to sell acre-
age to Finns and other non-Natives because of the difficult economic
circumstances created by Finnish settlement.

Making a Living

Once Finns arrived, there was plenty of work to be found, especially
on their own land. In the early years, most settlers worked toward sub-
sistence and finding wage work to build savings. Like other islanders,
the Finns relied on fishing and hunting, particularly deer.*” The set-
tlers quickly learned that Sugar Island was not the garden that Aal-
tonen promised. Vegetables that worked well in cooler climates, like
rutabagas, potatoes, carrots, and beets, were widely grown, as well as
fruits suited for a short growing season, like tomatoes and watermel-
ons. Many bought land was that was wooded and rocky, so it had to be
cleared before farming could become profitable. Aaltonen cleared his
land and drained the marshlands with miles of ditches, often hiring
help, sometimes as many as 18 men. He also started to build fences
because he hoped to raise cattle.*®

Aaltonen and his wife received mortgages through the First
National Bank in Sault Ste. Marie of $2,000 in October 1919, $800
in November 1919, $450 in April 1920, $1,000 in August 1920, and
$4,000 in November 1921 to pay for various properties. They had at
least 800 acres on the island by 1926. Aaltonen claimed that he made
300 acres of “waste land” productive.” “For a Finn,” he wrote, “there
is no achievement as satisfying as to be able to survey his own acres,
cleared and tended by his own fingers>

Most of the settlers cleared their lands as well, some built their
homes (and saunas), and others bought homes. But before they could
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start their farms in earnest they needed paid work to build capital. Aal-
tonen hoped to establish a cooperative enterprise, but the banks would
not loan money to a cooperative without assets. With “no other way
out,” Aaltonen claimed, he started his own lumber business to provide
employment to the new Finnish arrivals. According to the 1920 cen-
sus, 32 of the 54 adults were employed, but only four listed “lumber”
as their industry.” But once Aaltonen got his lumber business going
he hired as many men as he could get for a time. Some of the lumber
that buzzed through his sawmill were sold to cooperative wholesalers
in Michigan. David Lampi cut trees with Aaltonen’s lumber outfit from
1923 to 1927, until he bought some land and started a farm of his own.*
Oscar Maki, who had been a logger in Canada before he came to Sugar
Island, cut timber on his land, made railroad ties at his own sawmill,
and sent some logs off to a veneer mill in Escanaba, Michigan.*® Finns
overwhelmingly harvested more timber on their properties than both
the American-born and Canadian-born residents (Figure 2.2).

Finns also made a living off of the land in other ways, like harvest-
ing ice during the winter, selling firewood, or exporting field stones
to Sault Ste. Marie, but farming and raising livestock was the major
industry. There were 100 farmers on Sugar Island in 1928, according
to a newspaper report, and many of them were “milking cows and rais-
ing feed crops”* By 1930, most Finns were farming to some extent.”
Many fields were used for haying, as hay had become an important
export before the Finnish migration. During the winter, when hay was
in most demand, it was transported over the frozen lake.*

Unknown Birthplace [l 174

Others I 418
Canada |G 723
Michigan |GGG ' 315

Finland | 1018
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Figure 2.2: Total wooded acres used for logging on Sugar Island by birth-
place of property owner, 1938. Source: “Works Progress Administration
Property Survey” 1938.
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Changing the Island’s Ecosystems

By 1938, Finnish residents owned more agricultural property than both
the American-born and Canadian-born residents (1,606, or 35.5%, of
the 4,520 acres of cropland were owned by Finns; see Figure 2.3). Most
of the Finnish acreage under cultivation were lands recently cleared
of trees and brush or recently drained wetlands. Once ready, Finnish
farmers worked the land vigorously. By 1938 they owned nearly half of
all the barns, a third of the stables, and nearly half of the warehouses
on Sugar Island. Finns also fenced in their lands at a higher rate than
both the American-born and Canadian-born residents (Figure 2.4).”
This fencing suggests that Finns were more likely to have domesticated
animals on their properties (dairy cows in particular). Finns also had

Unknown Birthplace 27
Others 451
Michigan 50
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Finland 1,606
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Figure 2.3: Total acreage of croplands on Sugar Island by birthplace of
property owner, 1938. Source: “Works Progress Administration Property
Survey” 1938.
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Figure 2.4: Total acreage of properties with fencing on Sugar Island by
birthplace of property owner, 1938. Source: “Works Progress Administra-
tion Property Survey” 1938.
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more fencing because they had more crops that needed to be protected
from domestic and wild animals.

Wild animals also threatened farmers’ livestock, so many supported
wildlife bounty programs. Chippewa County had bounties for wild
animals in effect in the late 1910s.”® Famers could also get compensa-
tion for losses of livestock caused by “wild dogs,” which included what
people suspected were wolves but were most often coyotes. Finns on
Sugar Island undoubtedly supported and participated in the bounty
program, which contributed to the diminishing wolf population on
the island, permanently transforming the ecosystem.”® According to
an Anishinaabe man named John Andrews, white-tailed deer were not
present on the island in 1900, but by 1950 they were very common, a
sign of diminishing predators.

Deer populations also increase with the clearing of forests, which
provides regrowth and grass and undergrowth proliferation for their
consumption. While it is difficult to estimate how many acres of forest
the Finnish settlers cleared on the island, they were using nearly 2,000
acres of land to harvest timber in 1938, which accounted for 41% of all
timber acreage on the island. It can be assumed that logging was even
more intensive on the island in the 1920s, though, before the Great
Depression wrecked the housing industry. For the Finns, taking down
trees was more than just the pursuit of profit. They saw it as a necessary
process that would ensure their family’s future. Felling trees not only
provided fields to grow their food; it transformed their new piece of
the world into something they thought they could manage.

Unfortunately, deforestation had an enormous impact on the eco-
systems of northern Michigan.® The disappearance of forests was
detrimental to the habitats of forest-dwelling animals. Tree loss and
the consequences of industrial logging (including the transportation
of fallen logs over land, which destroyed undergrowth and grassland)
also led to extensive erosion. In turn, eroded soil and silt filled streams
and rivers. Coupled with the transport of logs over waterways, aquatic
habitats and fisheries were harmed. These changes affected both white
and Indigenous residents on Sugar Island, but it was particularly dam-
aging to Anishinaabe families who relied on the natural environment
for subsistence. As opportunities for self-sufficiency diminished, reli-
ance on the market economy for sustenance increased.
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Damaging Native Livelihoods

Frank Aaltonen claimed that Sugar Island’s economy had been anemic
but “the coming of the Finns gave the old timers,” as he called many
of the existing inhabitants, “a new courage and a new hope” But Aal-
tonen’s assessment of Sugar Island’s economy was based on capitalist
notions of production and profit, not through the lens of Indigenous
livelihood.®* For Aaltonen, the ways Anishinaabeg lived were unpro-
ductive, which justified, in his mind, his plans to extract wealth from
the land and to change the island’s economy. Along the way, he ignored
the negative impact “the coming of the Finns” had on Ojibwe.

Sugar Island Ojibwe, like other Anishinaabeg in the Sault Ste. Marie
area, had long been acquainted with Euro-American capitalism. The
patterns of seasonal subsistence that Anishinaabe families relied upon
had been continually disrupted by white settlers who took and used
the land and water in new and often damaging ways. With fewer acres
and dwindling fisheries, Anishinaabe subsistence diminished. Many
Anishinaabeg had to work as wage laborers in various industries.
Some became commercial fishers, sailors, and lumbermen, and many
hunted, trapped, and foraged and sold their production to settlers.®

This had all been happening before the Finns arrived in 1917, but
the Finnish settlers, along with the Great Depression, made work even
harder to find, damaging Anishinaabe livelihoods. According to the
census data, 25% of islanders (over the age of 16) who were employed
in 1920 (56 out of 225) were listed as “Indian” (keeping in mind that
census data does not always offer reliable information about the Indig-
enous ancestry of an individual). In 1930, that percentage dropped to
17% (29 of 168) and in 1940, it was just 7% (8 of 120).** The Depres-
sion reduced the total number of employed people on the island, but
the Native population disproportionately lost work between 1920
and 1940. This suggests that there were more factors at work than the
Depression in the reduction of Native employment. New Deal policies
did discriminate against nonwhite Americans in their benefits, includ-
ing work programs, but one can also assume that the increasing size of
the Finnish work force negatively impacted the Anishinaabe popula-
tion’s ability to find work.

Finnish employment had the opposite trajectory of Anishinaabe
employment. In 1920, people from Finnish families made up just 14%
of the total employed population of the island, but just ten years later
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they made up 30%. Incredibly, by 1940, those of Finnish descent made
up 43% of the employed population, while those of Native descent
made up just 7%. Most Anishinaabeg were wage laborers in the 1930s
(22 of 29 listed as being employed in the 1930 census), doing “odd
jobs,” most likely on farms or in the forests cutting timber. By 1940,
only eight “Indians” were listed as being “employed for pay” on the
census. There were two caretakers, a carpenter, a laborer, a dish washer,
a storekeeper, and a truck driver. Not included among the “employed
for pay” were the 55 Sugar Islanders who were working in “public
emergency work” (for a Depression-era federal administration, like
the WPA, meant to give the unemployed useful work). Twenty-seven
of those 55 were Native. Only two were Finnish.®

The dramatic shift in the island’s labor force wrought economic
hardship on Anishinaabe families. In 1931, at least 11 of the 25
islanders who received money from the township’s “poor fund” were
Ojibwes.® In 1939, a newspaper reported that Sugar Island’s Anishi-
naabeg lived in “great poverty and distress,” and they were trying to get
money promised to them by the US government in the 1855 treaty.’
While some Native Americans in the Upper Peninsula found work in
the growing tourism industry, there were not as many opportunities on
Sugar Island itself. On the mainland, some non-Natives tried to exploit
both the labor and the Indigeneity of local Ojibwes. In 1936, a Sault
Ste. Marie resident urged the Chamber of Commerce to hire “entire
families of Indians” to walk that city’s streets “in typical Indian garb” to
attract tourists.* It is not known how many, if any, Sugar Island Anishi-
naabeg contributed to such a proposal, but no one reported being in
the tourism industry on the 1940 census.

To make things more difficult, the island’s Anishinaabe popula-
tion was not engaged in large-scale farming, at least not as owners of
that farm acreage. Of the 4,672 acres that were being farmed on Sugar
Island in 1938, only 100 acres were owned by Indigenous people. Some
Anishinaabeg harvested and processed maple syrup (a centuries-old
practice, which is why the island was known as “Sugar Island”) and a
growing number made and sold arts and crafts, especially baskets and
snowshoes hand-woven with local grasses, but those were not reliable
sources of income. In 1940, 26 Anishinaabe Sugar Islanders displayed
their “Indian-Handicrafts” at an event at the Finnish Hall organized
by Anishinaabeg and the Works Progress Administration.”” A few
years prior, the WPA had started a project meant to encourage Indian



Finnish Americanism and Indigenous Land on Sugar Island, Michigan, 1915-1940 61

handicrafts (baskets, snowshoes, bows and arrows, quillwork, lacrosse
rackets, wooden items, and furniture) and help find a market for those
products, but, even though it had success reviving production and paid
the producers something for their labor, it did little to alleviate pover-
ty.” Only a few Anishinaabeg appear to have been making a wage from
arts and crafts in 1940 (three basket weavers and one wood carver were
getting paid by the WPA).”" Others found work doing federal land
conservation work during the Depression. In 1934-1935, for instance,
Anishinaabeg from the island, Sault Ste. Marie, and Bay Mills were
offered work in the Marquette National Forest, but, to qualify for the
job, Indian Affairs had to determine the blood quantum of a man to be
“at least half-blood” Indian.”

The disparity of wealth between the residents of Finnish and Indig-
enous ancestry can also be seen in home ownership, home condi-
tion, and home construction. There were 309 homes on Sugar Island
in 1938, according to the WPA inventory. Eighty-three homes were
owned by Finnish Americans (81 had been born in Finland), or 27%
of all homes (the Finnish-born represented 22.4% of the Sugar Island
population). As Figure 2.5 demonstrates, Finnish islanders were par-
ticularly affluent in comparison to other islanders born in Michigan,
Canada, and other parts of the world.
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Figure 2.5: Number of single houses, bungalows, and cabins on Sugar
Island, sorted by the birthplace of owner, 1938. Sources: “Works Progress
Administration Property Survey” 1938; US Census, 1920, 1930, 1940.
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People of Indigenous ancestry owned just 13.6% of the homes in
1938, even though they represented 24% of the population in 1940.
Ojibwe-owned homes were also generally in poorer condition than
homes owned by white islanders. Twenty-one percent of whites had
houses in poor condition, compared to 32% for Ojibwes. Among whites,
Finnish-owned homes were in the best condition (and newer, of course).
Although the WPA inventory does not indicate the individual who built
each home, it does indicate when the homes were built.” Fifty-four per-
cent (22 of 41) of Ojibwe-owned homes were built after 1920, compared
to 77% (63 of 82) of Finnish-owned homes (there is no date listed for
one of the Anishinaabe homes and six of the Finnish homes).

Also important, in 1920, 18% of the heads of households (perma-
nent residents) who owned their homes were Ojibwe, according to the
census. It remained 18% in 1930 but dropped to 16% in 1940. Finns
represented 23% of the heads of households who owned their homes
in 1920, 36% in 1930, and 34% in 1940. (See Table 1.) Anishinaabeg
rented their homes at a much higher rate than the Finns. In 1920, 32%
of the heads of households who rented their homes on Sugar Island
were Ojibwe. By 1930, the rate had decreased to 18%, but it skyrock-
eted to 44% by 1940. For the Finns, they represented just 2% of all rent-
ers in 1920, 3.5% in 1930, and 6% in 1940. (See Table 2.)”

Table 2.1: Ethnicity of heads of households who owned their homes on
Sugar Island as a percentage of all heads of households. Sources: US
Census, 1920, 1930, 1940.

Ethnicity 1920 1930 1940
Anishinaabe 18% 18% 16%
Finnish 23% 36% 34%

Table 2.2: Ethnicity of heads of households who rented their homes as a
percentage of all heads of households who rented their homes. Sources:
US Census, 1920, 1930, 1940.

Ethnicity 1920 1930 1940

Anishinaabe 32% 18% 44%

Finnish 2% 3.5% 6%
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Political Power and Aaltonen’s Notions of
Indigeneity

As a new citizen of Sugar Island, Aaltonen’ initial concern was the
infrastructure, especially the roads. He and the other Finns knew that
roads had to be built on Sugar Island if their produce (and other prod-
ucts, like lumber) was going to make it to a market. Gene Saari remem-
bers that when his family arrived in 1917 “there were no roads to speak
of”; they “had to follow deer trails from one place to another” Man-
powered transportation was the only practical means during much of
the winter.”” Some farmers used special skis made by brothers Lauri
and August Karimo for carrying heavy loads (Lauri had represented
Finland in the 1912 Olympics as a hurdler).”

Road construction was the major political concern on Sugar Island
until the 1930s. In August 1917, Aaltonen asked the Chippewa County
Board of Supervisors to improve what is now called 7 Mile Road. He
had spent $75 of his own money to fix up the road, but the Sugar
Island Township Board had refused to refund him with a tax rebate.”
Aaltonen saw the reluctance in the community to spend money on
roads as a political problem. The new Finnish settlers wanted roads
to improve their economic output, but, according to Aaltonen, the old
inhabitants did not want higher taxes.

Because Sugar Island was a township, its residents voted on most
major issues, which gave Anishinaabe residents the most political
power on the island. Many of the Finnish migrants, like Aaltonen, were
naturalized US citizens, but not all, which meant they could not yet
vote or run for office. Aaltonen knew that, in order to get roads built,
he had to convince the Native swing vote. Especially important were
the island’s “old timers ... of various racial origin,” as he called them,
who were not sure that better transportation was necessary or worth
the higher taxes. Aaltonen visited the homes of these old timers to con-
vince them that the benefits of new roads, and even a ferry, outweighed
the risk of higher taxes.”

By the spring of 1918, Aaltonen had convinced enough people
to elect him as township supervisor, which was comparable to a city
mayor. Aaltonen’s ability to persuade put Finnish-led priorities into
actions. As the township supervisor, Aaltonen was also on the Chip-
pewa County Board of Supervisors, which set the political agenda and
expenditures of the county-at-large. Nevertheless, getting roads built
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was still difficult. He had to convince the County Board to appropriate
county funds for Sugar Island’s road construction and maintenance,
which he was able to do slowly. The first year he got just $500 and $500
the next. In 1920, the county provided $2,500 to Sugar Island’s road
budget, which birthed a burgeoning road construction industry.
Finnish settlers, who were the main advocates for new and improved
roads, took advantage of growing road expenditures. Locals became
the overseers of three local road districts and local workers built the
roads and drainage ditches, maintained the roads, and repaired them.
Between 1920 and 1940, a total of 25 Finns worked in road construc-
tion, but plenty of other islanders made money working on the roads
as well.” Oscar Aho and Charles Lahti became the first overseers of
Road District No. 1 and No. 3 respectively in 1919. Aho then won
the bid for a contract to build Baie de Wasai Road (for $175.50) and
LeCoy Road (with Waino Soini for $625) in 1921. Eleven other Finns
all received contracts that year as well.*° That put a total of $4,222.50 of
public money into the pockets of Finnish American settlers in just one
year. Furthermore, because these men were working on roads that usu-
ally connected directly to their respective properties, they were getting
paid to make it easier to get their own crops, timber, and manufactured
goods to a market. The construction also benefitted those who could
provide materials for road construction.®’ The gravel industry on the
island, especially, was bolstered.®* Frank Aaltonen happened to be one
of those who sold gravel to the township. He received $19.50 for 13
loads of his gravel in 1929, for instance.* Because road construction
put money into the pockets of the suppliers, contractors, and laborers
alike (who were commonly Anishinaabeg and other non-Finnish resi-
dents), there were incentives for voters to keep construction funded.**
Despite early successes with road funding, Aaltonen complained
that he had to “win as many of the [Ojibwes] as possible” to his “good
roads” campaign, year after year.** He claimed that those he called
“pure” blood Ojibwes helped his side “in many a bitter fight” Those
of French and Indigenous ancestry always opposed Aaltonen and road
construction, he claimed, and “no trick was too low for them to play”
Aaltonenss relationships with Ojibwes, along with his political strategies
in dealing with them, were based on his racialized notions of Indigene-
ity. His worldview was shaped by racism. He was not pleased with his
daughter’s marriage to an Irish American, for instance, because he “did
not feel that the racial mixture was desirable, but there was nothing I
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could do*® Aaltonen’s misconceptions about so-called racial mixing
formed his understanding of his Indigenous neighbors. “There were
several kinds of Indians,” he explained in his memoir. In the southern
part of Sugar Island were the Anishinaabeg who were “on the whole ...
honest Indians, friendly and peaceful and gave no trouble whatever” to
the Finns.®” These were Indians he considered “pure blood.” Another
group were the “mixed breed’ Indians, mixed with French-Canadian
blood” Aaltonen loathed them as “revengeful, vindictive, and dishon-
est” and “more like slum dwellers” than Indians. They were hostile to
the Finns, according to Aaltonen, and always opposed their progress.
Admitting that he never got close to them, Aaltonen guessed that they
had a “peculiar psychological twist” caused by “their characterization
as ‘half-breeds™ and their inability to belong to either white or Native
society.®

The third group of Native Americans on the island were of Scottish
and Native descent.* Aaltonen noted that the McCoys were initially
suspicious of the Finns, but gradually, and not “easily,” they warmed
up. Aaltonen described them as having “little of the Indian influ-
ence,” meaning that they were “good folks ... good workers, lived in
good houses and led decent family lives.”® He believed that they had a
higher standard of living than the “real Indians or the French-Indian
half-breeds” Because Aaltonen saw them as superior, he treated them
differently, and “made every effort to gain” their “friendship.”*!

Aaltonen was not reelected as supervisor in 1923, perhaps, he
claimed, because he missed the township nominations meeting
because of bad weather. The road budget was reduced during the
three years without a Finnish supervisor. In March 1926, Aaltonen ran
again and initially lost 52 votes to 35, but in a bizarre, and mysterious,
series of events, a recount found that Aaltonen actually won 90 to 35.
Even though Aaltonen won again in 1927 and 1928, his elections were
always close, indicating that the political atmosphere on the island
(along with the road construction his allies were supporting) was con-
tentious. Moreover, although most Finns supported the roads, they
were not unified politically. Finnish men (women were not yet run-
ning for office on Sugar Island, although they were allowed to) ran for
office on different party tickets, one led by Aaltonen and another led
by Aaltonen’s opponent for supervisor (who was always a non-Finnish
white man). Men of Indigenous ancestry appeared on both tickets, but
never for township supervisor.
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Aaltonen’s administration oversaw 75 miles of road construction
during his seven years in office, but those roads were not connected to
the mainland and the city of Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan. Only a ferry
service would make Sugar Island “a part of the United States,” accord-
ing to Aaltonen.” To fight for the funding of a ferry, Aaltonen became
the Sugar Island Township representative on the Chippewa County
Board of Supervisors. Years went by before the county approved a
modest appropriation, but in 1927 a ferry was completed.”® Aaltonen
remembered that the island “turned out to celebrate” their “union”
with the US, the “people were happy and their automobiles were roll-
ing in all parts of the island” For an indication of how much Finns
celebrated the automobile, and an indication of their general wealth in
relation to other Sugar Islanders, 19 Finnish families owned a garage in
1938, nearly half of all the garages on the island. Just two Anishinaabeg
owned a garage that same year.”

In 1928, Aaltonen guided the last major road funding initiative
until after WWIIL. A major township road bond was approved by vot-
ers, worth $10,000. Thirteen of the 29 petitioners to initiate the spe-
cial road bond election were Finnish Americans. Aaltonen’s time on
Sugar Island, however, was coming to an end. After holding the office
of supervisor for seven nonconsecutive years, serving on numerous
boards and committees, even doing minor tasks like compiling the list
of dogs and their owners on the island, Aaltonen prepared to move
his family to Fitchburg, Massachusetts, to work for a Finnish coopera-
tive. In his memoirs, Aaltonen claims that he had done all he could on
Sugar Island, “the new settlers were on their feet, owning substantial
debt-free farms and no longer needed me.”” He also admitted that his
business “was not doing so well” He blamed it on his family doing too
much for the other Finns who had followed him there, to make it “an
inhabitable place” His resources were “strained,” he remembered, and
deed records do show that he had to foreclose on a number of prop-
erties that were under mortgage by First National Bank in Sault Ste.
Marie in early 1926.”° Aaltonen wrote that his lumber business was not
making any money, especially as the economy worsened for America’s
lumber and agriculture industry (years before the infamous 1929 New
York Stock Exchange crash).””

In his memoir, Aaltonen does not mention other factors that prob-
ably had some bearing on his decision to leave. Unsurprisingly, Aal-
tonen was remembered by Jack Koivisto, a fellow settler, as being a



Finnish Americanism and Indigenous Land on Sugar Island, Michigan, 1915-1940 67

lousy farmer who “wanted to portray himself as a gentleman,” working
behind his desk in his office in Sault Ste. Marie and hiring out farm
laborers and foremen, rather than tending to his own land.”® This was
why, Koivisto claimed, Aaltonen’s farm “decayed.”

Also, politics continued to divide the Sugar Island community,
which undoubtedly motivated Aaltonen’s exit. Elections were so close
on Sugar Island in the 1920s that their results were often contested. A
tense political atmosphere also pervaded the Finnish community. In
1928, Emil Hytinen assaulted Aaltonen after a Sugar Island Farmers’
Club meeting.” A newspaper report suggests Hytinen, who had politi-
cal ambitions of his own, might have been upset with Aaltonen’s nomi-
nation for township supervisor. Hytinen was an experienced wrestler;
Aaltonen was not."” Hytinen would soon lose his bid for reelection
as justice of the peace, but only by nine votes. He would also go on to
serve as a county sheriff for many years, so it seems many islanders did
not fault Hytinen for his violent encounter with Aaltonen.'

Aaltonen would not seek the 1929 nomination for township super-
visor as tensions with Hytinen continued.'” Hytinen was a conserva-
tive—he would go on to campaign for Republicans—and Aaltonen
was a socialist, although he did not consider himself a radical. Finnish
American communities across the United States and Canada experi-
enced political divisions.'”” There is not much evidence, however, that
Sugar Island’s Finnish families were strictly divided as “Red Finns” or
“Church Finns” like other, larger, Finnish immigrant communities in
the United States.'* Still, the 1929 election on Sugar Island was espe-
cially controversial. A judge determined that 23 absentee ballots that
favored Aaltonens candidates for the Progressive Party ticket were
illegally cast because those 23 voters were in good health on election
day. The judge overturned the election results, giving the victory to
11 township officers from the People’s Party ticket. Aaltonen and his
party claimed that the absentee ballots had to be cast because bad road
conditions “made it impossible for them to get to the polls™®

Political division on the island was apparent, but what about per-
sonal relations between the Finnish settlers and Anishinaabe residents?
Late in his life, Gene Saari claimed that in the “old days” the Finns,
Ojibwes, and the rest of Sugar Island associated with each other. “They
were, by necessity, one group of people as a whole,” he remembered.'*
But, outside of settler recollections, it is difficult to know just how
much Finnish and Anishinaabe neighbors interacted in meaningful
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ways. Anecdotally, there are indications that Finns and Anishinaabeg
had their conflicts. In 1938, for instance, three Ojibwe residents (two
men and one woman) were found guilty of assaulting two Finnish-
born men in their fifties. The newspaper accounts of the alleged attack
are sparse, but, according to one of the Finnish men, he was hit in the
back with a car crank while his friend was attacked.'”” The judge gave
the Ojibwes 15-day jail sentences. There is no explanation in the report
as to why the incident occurred, and there is evidence that the Anishi-
naabe family involved had friendships with Finns, but it is clear that
relations between the Finnish settlers and the Anishinaabe residents
were not always tranquil.'®® This 1938 incident, though, occurred more
than 20 years after Finnish settlement began.

Other hints about Finnish and Anishinaabe relations come from a
work of fiction. In 1929, Florence McClinchey, a white, part-time resi-
dent of Sugar Island, published a novel called Joe Pete, which was set
on Sugar Island.'®” It tells the story of an Ojibwe boy, the title character,
and his mother Mabel and the ways that white Sugar Islanders, espe-
cially some Finns, cheated and mistreated Anishinaabe residents, even
violently, for profit, for pleasure, and to erase Indigenous ways of life.
The main antagonist is Uno Jaakola, a brutish, greedy logger and land
speculator. Mabel, Joe, and other Anishinaabeg struggle through pov-
erty and the assaults on their culture. McClinchey, who claimed she
became “friends with the Indians,” supposedly based her story on her
real-life observations of Sugar Island and its personalities, although it
is difficult to judge the measure of reality.""* Some have speculated that
Jaakola is based on Frank Aaltonen. Aaltonen did leave the island the
same year as the publication.'"!

As complicated as Finnish-Anishinaabe relations may have been,
people from both groups undoubtedly interacted in social gatherings.
Surviving photographs show multiethnic gatherings including Anishi-
naabeg at Finn Hall, or the Farmers’ Hall, which was built in 1925. It
hosted community meetings, music and dancing (perhaps the main
purpose for its construction), theater, sports, political meetings (usu-
ally leftist), and other events.''? Finnish Halls were established in every
Finnish community in Michigan and typical in both the United States
and Canada. Sugar Island’s Finn Hall became a common gathering
place for all islanders for decades, it seems, although each community
center (Wilwalk, Baie De Wasai, Payment) had their own venues for
entertainment.
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Therearealso clues gleaned from society write-ups in the Sault news-
paper that the Finns may have, more often than not, socialized among
themselves (either on their own accord or as the non-Finns wanted
it)."* Some American-born residents were undoubtedly suspicious of
the political ideologies of the Finnish residents. Finns throughout the
US experienced discrimination because of their beliefs, particularly in
the interwar years.''* Aaltonen’s activities as a labor organizer earned
him an FBI file and even surveillance of his movements in 1918, after
he had settled on Sugar Island.'”® There were plenty Finnish socialists
on Sugar Island and more than a few communists. In 1938, the Upper
Peninsula Veterans of Foreign Wars Council declared that Sugar Island
had one of the two most active units of the American Communist
Party in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.''¢

Conclusion

By the end of the 1930s, there were new efforts to attract tourists and
summer residents to Sugar Island. There were several resorts and
shoreline developments planned and a Sugar Island Chamber of Com-
merce had been formed. The new ferry was making a difference. Frank
Aaltonen anticipated the promise of summer tourism. He claimed that
he knew Sugar Island would become “a playground for thousands of
people” as soon as some roads were built."” Although “thousands”
was an overestimate, many more summer homes were built along the
shoreline in the years after the ferry arrived. Tourists and summer resi-
dents became an important market for the island’s farmers and garden-
ers. John Orasmaa operated “Hay Point Shores,” where tourists could
lodge, get “excellent home cooking,” and experience a Finnish sauna.'*®

Anishinaabe residents were used to attract tourists; in a 1941 adver-
tisement Sugar Island called itself the “Last, Best Land of Hiawatha
with its friendly Ojibways”"** They were promoting the island’s natural
setting, its “rolling landscapes,” “good fishing,” and its unique claim
to be the “forest home of 300 Ojibway Indians.” Anishinaabeg were
portrayed as being a part of the wilderness, and, like the rest of Sugar
Island’s natural environment, they were surviving the changes wrought
by settler progress.

In 1938, Frank Aaltonen gave a speech at an event celebrating the
300th anniversary of the New Sweden Colony (Delaware River Set-
tlement), which involved Finnish settlers. Finnish Americans across
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You Must See

SUGAR ISLAND

The Last, Best Land of Hiawatha
with its friendly Ojibways

An island gem, 20 miles long, with rolling landscapes, geod roads,
and miles of big sugar maples,

Sugar liland is the lorest home of 200 Ojibway Indisns. Their WPA
Indian Arts and Crafis Project a3t Willwalk attracte crowds of vacation-
ists, Ne charge, visitors welcome.

Good fishing, 1ea, morthern and walleved pike, jumbo perch,
mnskellunge,

Several eshin groups. Farmhouse rooms avallahle with dining facili-
ties ovetlooking the river and lovely Lake George. Bosts and gwides

Frequent ferry serviee [rom nearby Saull Ste. Marie. Mich.

See Page 75 for Sugar Island Ferry Schedule
E. E. PETERMAN & SONS —_ - SO0, MICH.
Tel. 2427

Figure 2.6: Sugar Island advertisement, in 1941's The Lure Book of Michi-
gan’s Upper Peninsula, published by the Upper Peninsula Development
Bureau of Michigan.

the country celebrated the tercentenary, as it gave them claim among
the earliest of European colonizers. Aaltonen told the crowd that he,
like “every Finn,” had the “inner urge” to “build something” in the
“wilderness.”'* Ignoring the truth of his failings as a farmer, he claimed
that he had “carved an American farm out of the wilderness and made
300 acres of American waste land in northern Michigan productive
and capable of sustaining human life” There was no mention of Indig-
enous people in his speech and no mention of his Anishinaabe neigh-
bors.

Although it is uncertain how many acres of forest were cleared by
Finnish settlers or the exact length of fencing they constructed, the
Finns worked to change the island’s rolling landscape to make it suita-
ble for farming. These changes included the construction of roads, the
mileage of which increased dramatically because of the political influ-
ence of the Finnish settlers. Frank Aaltonen thought that Sugar Island’s
Anishinaabe population was indifferent about the changes the Finns
were making to the island. The Anishinaabeg “felt,” Aaltonen wrote in
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his memoir, that the “schools, roads, and bridges ... were a good thing
for the country, but they and their ancestors had gotten along without
those things for centuries and they could get along without them.”'*!

His contradictory opinion, that “the Indians” thought that change
was “good” but unnecessary, mirrors the misguided ideology of 19th-
century white settlers who thought that their contributions to the
so-called wilderness were undeniably beneficial, even moral, and
Native American resistance to those things came from ignorance and
tradition, not a rational understanding. According to Aaltonen, the
Anishinaabeg were only interested in something “more immediate
and direct,” whether or not the Finns “would bring ‘some work’ to the
island” He thought they “were perfectly willing to forget tomorrow if
they could get something to eat today”'**

Sugar Island Anishinaabeg lost additional lands, lost political
power, and experienced assaults on their livelihoods. But, even though
Anishinaabe islanders knew what they had lost and what they were
losing, they remained committed to making tomorrow better, not for-
getting it, as Aaltonen claimed. Even though most of their lands had
been lost, Sugar Island Ojibwes began organizing in the 1930s to pre-
serve their sovereignty and expose the injustices of US colonialism.
Sault-area Ojibwes, which included those on Sugar Island, had been
living without any protections from the US government, without any
of their lands held collectively as a protected reservation, and without
tribal recognition from the US government. In 1937, the US govern-
ment finally recognized the Indians living in eastern Upper Peninsula
as part of the Bay Mills Indian Community (a reservation was estab-
lished at Bay Mills west of Sault Ste. Marie and 9.2 acres was reserved
on Sugar Island), while in the 1950s a committee was formed to rep-
resent Sugar Island Anishinaabeg in a discussion with the Office of
Indian Affairs.'”® Because the Sugar Island and Sault Ste. Marie Anishi-
naabeg were so distant from Bay Mills, and because Bay Mills had not
provided services to the Sugar Islanders, they formed the “Original
Bands of Chippewa Indians and Their Heirs” in December 1953. This
began their 20-year fight for federal recognition as a tribe separate
from the Bay Mills Indian Community. The Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of
Chippewa Indians, which includes Sugar Island Ojibwes, was granted
federal tribe status in 1972 and a constitution was adopted in 1975.
There are now 44,000 members of the expansive and active Sault Tribe.
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Notes

1 This chapter was supported by the Kone Foundation Grant for the HUMANA-
project.

2 Anishinaabeg is the plural form of Anishinaabe. The Anishinaabeg are a group
of culturally and linguistically related Indigenous peoples from the Great Lakes
region that includes Ojibwe (Chippewa), Ottawa (Odawa), Potawatomi, Nipiss-
ing, and Mississauga people. Sugar Island Anishinaabeg are largely of Ojibwe
ancestry and Ojibwe-Ottawa ancestry.

3 “Works Progress Administration Property Survey”; US Census, 1940. This study
uses data from the Works Progress Administration’s Rural Property Inventory,
property records, and the US census. During the Great Depression, the Work
Progress Administration (a massive New Deal federal program) in coopera-
tion with the Michigan State Tax Commission, conducted a property survey,
employing 2,000 surveyors, appraisers, and engineers. The Michigan State Tax
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