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OVERVIEW OF THE 2008-09 PROJECT
“All historical experience must be imagined before it can be understood.”
(Historian David Blight)
The central goal of the Falls History Project is to actively engage students of history in
exploring an important aspect of local history. For eight years we have investigated local stories
through primary research and interviews. Our guiding metaphor from the start has been
“community as tapestry.” Clearly, any historical exploration reminds us that history is multilayered and complex. Any true understanding involves hard work guided by an attempt to
imagine a different time and experience from our own.
The 2008-09 project has proven especially challenging and gratifying. Black River Falls
is a culturally mixed community where white (mostly Euro-American) and Native American
people have lived together for over 150 years. Each generation grapples anew with this
evolving relationship. Researching a story wrapped in race carries with it some special
challenges, depending on one’s perspective. In a lecture at the University of Wisconsin in April
of 1990, Charles F. Wilkinson made the following observation:
“One barrier that American Indians have long faced . . . is that public understanding of their core
issues comes slowly. Special Indian rights are complex and history based, emerging from the
deep past . . . In every instance, the Indian position is fragile because it finally depends on the
willingness of opinion leaders in the majority society to learn about the experience of another
people . . . The historical search I suggest is not done out of guilt or romance; it is not a
sentimental exercise.”
Wilkinson’s quote is especially applicable for those of us teaching history at the secondary level.
We have special responsibilities and it is critical that we provide the fullest picture of our nation’s
history, including the dark chapters that are troubling to any serious scholar. We do that, not out
of “guilt or romance,” but simply because it is the right thing to do for all our students. One such
troubling chapter, of course, is the long and complex journey of the relationship between the
United States government and the Native people of this land. Our community is a microcosm of
that greater story and provides a rich blend of successes and failures.
A particular aspect of that story that has gone largely unexplored in our small community is the
journey of the first generation of students to experience full integration of the public schools.
From the 1930s until its closing in the spring of 1963, the district operated a K-8 school at the
Mission as part of the county-wide network of schools. By the middle 1950s, the mission school
was reduced to K-6, and beginning in the fall of 1963, the Native children were fully integrated
into the city schools. Most initially attended Gebhardt Elementary in Brockway and then moved
on to the junior and senior high schools. The school closing came in the context of district
consolidation that occurred in the 1950s and early 1960s. By the middle 1970s, then, one group
of students in our city experienced an integrated school from Kindergarten through grade 12.
Our research focuses on that generation of students, although not exclusively. Those first steps
changed both communities in ways that we may not yet fully understand. Those young students
from the early 1960s are now the parents of students within that same school system and the
story of integration remains complex at best.
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On a personal note, a part of my formative years were spent in Black River Falls (1962-1972)
and I was among those first students. Normally I would not be involved as a “subject” in this
project, but in this case it seemed appropriate. While those of us coming of age during those
years, both white and native, may not have been conscious of it at the time, we were involved in
a dramatic change and the story is worth pursuing. Our first effort is only the start of a wider
project that will record a significant story that has been going on for nearly 50 years and we plan
to continue the effort in the years to come. Many thanks to our first round of interviewees that
have contributed to this project and helped us get this off the ground: Larry and Sadie Garvin,
both of whom attended Black River schools in those early years, Tina Boisen, the current Native
American Student Services director in the district, and Nancy Lurie, an anthropologist and
historian who has a unique insight into the Black River area based on many years of research.
Each offered a unique and important perspective. Special thanks are due our fine intern, Alex
Zank, for his efforts throughout the year also. He approached the work with enthusiasm and
hopefully gained valuable skills in the process.
Paul S Rykken
Falls History Project Advisor
May 2009
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INTERN PREFACE
The 1960s were a time of rapid change in our country. One of the most prominent
progress in social issues was the integration of various minority groups into public school
systems. Our history books mainly focus on African Americans integrating into schools that
didn’t separate them from white people. Many are familiar with the famous case of Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka. This and other facts of history are common knowledge to most
U.S. citizens. What is not so commonly told in our history books is the integration of Native
American students into a school system with others. History often seems unfair to the Native
American people in the way their tale has always been retold. One of the main purposes of the
2008-09 Falls History Project is to accurately record what was happening at this time while
investigating the progress the School District and community have made since that time. Our
goal was to get a first-hand perspective from the students on how their high school experiences
were, as well as other viewpoints of other prominent people of either during this time or present
time. This way, we can accurately and fairly record what really went on during this time period in
our community.
Here in Black River Falls, Wisconsin, we are fortunate to possess such a rich cultural
background with the large Ho Chunk population in the area. It is rare compared to the rest of the
nation to have such an ethnic group. With the uniqueness of the Ho Chunk also comes the
worry of losing many of their practices, language, and knowledge. The Ho Chunk people, as
well as others, truly fear losing part or all of their extraordinary culture and history as time
passes on. Also, there are new struggles even today between the tribe and the school district,
as well as possibly the community. In order to solve these problems, a good idea is always to
look at the past in order not to make the same mistakes or to get ideas of how to solve the
current situation. This is another reason why we do the Falls History Project, since this idea of
looking at one’s past to solve present problems can be used in virtually any type of situation.
While transcribing, I had discovered that in fact the integration process was not as
dramatic as one would think when compared to African Americans. There were a few cases of
racist behavior, but the situation could be mostly described as quiet tension between the two
cultures. Sadie Garvin referred to it as a sort of “covert racism,” with a lot of it possibly to do with
the social status differences. The Native people lived a lot differently during this time, in fact.
They were generally poorer, living in somewhat “primitive” conditions, as Mr. Rykken explained
it as. But most people did recall good relations on both sides; Sadie Garvin recalled favorite
teachers, Larry Garvin remembered white friends, and Mr. Rykken could remember some
Native friends’ names as well.
Today there has been some progress between the Ho Chunk Nation and the School
District as well as the community of Black River Falls. There are still problems that need to be
worked out. The History Project will hopefully aid others in understanding the background of the
Native people and what went on in the school system during the 1960s.
Working on this project is not an easy task. If I had done it alone, I would surely not have
succeeded in finishing such a complete and organized document. The Falls History Project’s
advisor, Paul Rykken, was the biggest help. He found excellent contacts that were
knowledgeable about the subject for interviews, including the “gold mine” (as he put it) from
Nancy Lurie’s internet interview. He also participated as an interviewee this year since he had
such an interesting background in the subject. I also appreciate the time that the other
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interviewees—Larry Garvin, Sadie Garvin, Tina Boisen, and Nancy Lurie—also put in to talk
with Mr. Rykken and I. I would also like to acknowledge the local papers The Banner Journal
and The Jackson County Chronicle for running stories of my hard work and putting it in the
paper. It really helps bring exposure to the History Project in the community.
Alex Zank
Intern 2008-09
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Larry Garvin: Interviewed 12 November 2008
Larry Garvin: We didn’t have to go down to, what we call our spring to
get the water, because when we needed water in our home; drinking
water, cooking water, or water to wash up, we grabbed a couple of
buckets and we went down to the spring. Like two or three blocks of
walking. So that was kind of our running water. If you wanted water, and
wanted it right away, so we’d have to run right down to the spring and
pull up the buckets and bring it back. So that was probably my culture
taught, but I never thought of it being like that. And then the other
environment, of course, was the paved roads, the sidewalks, we never
had that. We didn’t see that out at the mission. Of course you see them
now, but back then we never had paved roads; we never had
sidewalks. So when we moved to Madison we had a whole different
Larry Garvin as a
atmosphere, or environment. The people that were always around, it
senior at the BRFHS
seemed like when we ever went out on the street there was
somebody always walking around. So that was my first exposure to
that type of environment. And the school I went to was… I think that I was the only Native
American in that school. I don’t ever remember seeing any other Indian kids there, in that
school. Its called Longfellow Elementary. And there, we were required to go to different floors to
different classrooms for each class. I think we had five or six subjects. I remember having a
study hall. So that was my first exposure to a non-Indian environment. But I guess I still don’t
think of it as a culture shock.
Alex Zank: So when you first went to this school, did the teachers or students treat you in any
different way that you noticed?
Garvin: No. Not at Longfellow school. I don’t remember being treated any differently than other
kids. But I do remember that was my first experience with a dentist also. And later I found out
that he was an army dentist, and I don’t know if back then they didn’t have Novocain, but I
needed some fillings, and I didn’t want to go to school on Tuesdays and Thursdays because
those were the days that the dentist was there, and I had a lot of teeth to be pulled. Without
Novocain it was painful. But that was the only thing that I noticed. We had friends that would go
to each other’s’ homes and I hung out with them after school, and that kind of thing. So I didn’t
notice that there. We came back to Black River Falls… I think we were there about a year. So
5th grade or 6th grade I went back to the Ho Chunk school. And then 7th grade I started here at
the Black River Falls public school system. But there, I guess I didn’t notice being treated any
differently.
Paul Rykken: What year was that, Larry?
Garvin: It might have been ’57. I’m not really sure.
Rykken: So by then the mission school then became a K-6.
Garvin: Yes.
Rykken: Then kids started 7th grade at the—
Garvin: Actually it was 1-6. They didn’t have a Kindergarten.
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Rykken: Okay. And I just want to ask a little bit about the mission school. You may have already
talked about it, but did you have Emma Olson as a teacher?
Garvin: Yeah.
Rykken: What can you tell me about her? Or have you already talked about her?
Garvin: Nope. We haven’t talked about Emma Olson.
Rykken: She’s of some fame around this area. A lot of people remember her.
Garvin: Oh. Really?
Rykken: Just because she was there a long time apparently.
Garvin: Yeah.
Rykken: Can you tell me anything about her; anything that stands out?
Garvin: I think that she was one of the ones that caught one of my buddies talking Ho Chunk
(Larry had previously talked about the Ho Chunk students not being allowed to speak Ho Chunk
at the Mission school). She put us on the honor system when we were in the higher grades. So
one of the guys thought he was going to fool her. He made believe that he taught himself to talk
in Ho Chunk. He went up to the chalk board and he took the soap and made believe he was
running the soap on his teeth. He went back to sit down and Emma Olson must have saw him,
because she motioned him to come back up and to open up. He didn’t have any soap. So she
said to him, “I’ll show you how to do this.” So she put her hand on the back of his head and took
the soap and didn’t let go until he had a bunch on. But she was very fair, I thought, because
sometimes if I didn’t do well on a test, or if some of the other people didn’t do well, she’ give us
another chance on the test.
Rykken: Do you remember ever taking trips with the kids?
Garvin: Oh, yeah. That was the 8th graders that took trips to Milwaukee.
Rykken: Did you ever do that yourself?
Garvin: I didn’t ever because I only went up to 6th.
Rykken: Now did all the kids come into junior high?
Garvin: To my knowledge, yeah. If you get a chance, go down to the local history room, and
they have the Emma Olson book.
Rykken: I’ve got it, actually, here.
Garvin: Yeah, that would give you some background on the school, then. Yeah, that was the
annual trip that they took to Milwaukee. And it wasn’t just certain kids that she took. I think that
she took all of the 8th graders.
Rykken: Did your parents know her? Did they work with her, or did she work with them, or was it
just her working with the kids?
Garvin: I think she worked with the parents, because she had to employ a parent to do the
cooking in the dining room. So I don’t know how she selected the one to do the cooking, but she
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had some kind of system. I think they all knew about her and I don’t think they ever said
anything bad about her to my knowledge.
Rykken: I guess I have one other quick question on that. That school, to my knowledge, was
part of the Black River School System.
Garvin: Yes
Rykken: Was there a different school out there also?
Garvin: No
Rykken: Did the kids go anywhere else besides that school?
Garvin: No. I’m trying to remember now… There was a school that was started by the people
that ran the mission church. They started with the Neillsville Indian School. But that was started
in the late ’20s. My mother went there also. She went to the Neillsville Indian School. And my
uncle went there also, but they also went to school at the Indian mission, so I can’t remember
the sequence. Like, if they went to Neillsville first and they came back to the mission and went
to school there. You have a lot of knowledge.
Rykken: Yeah, I just… I’ve been around here for a while; I’ve learned a few things.
Garvin: And if you want to find out about the Neillsville Indian School I think the church—I don’t
know who the pastor is out there—call him. I think they have a booklet that’s called The
Winnebago Finds a Friend, and they’ll give you dates on when the missionaries came and the
schools started in Neillsville and that kind of thing.
Zank: So, when you were here at the high school, when you started, did you make friends that
were not of the Native race? White friends or anything like that?
Garvin: Yeah, but I don’t it was the kind of the relationship that I see now where you go to each
others’ homes and drive around and stuff in the cars. It was more like coming to school and
knowing Frank Fechler or Steve Spangler and talking about them and joking around about
them. I think it was, from my viewpoint, kind of limited to that. It wasn’t like you’d be invited to
their home and have dinner with them, or spend the weekend with them, or over the night with
them. I never did that.
Zank: Was that common among students here, that type of situation?
Garvin: I guess back at that time I think it was.
Rykken: More separate worlds?
Garvin: Yeah. At least for my group; the people that I went with, that I came into the junior high
and high school with. Now that I think about it, I think that some of the group that I came with to
the school must’ve dropped out.
Zank: So during high school did they teach any kind of Native American culture or history
course at all, or did they kind of ignore that?
Garvin: No, it was purely algebra, geometry, and English.
Rykken: And in your history classes they were just pretty straight US History?
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Garvin: Yeah, and it wasn’t until much later that I learned about the… the removals, for
example, with the Ho Chunk people back in the 1830s and the attempted removals of the Ho
Chunk. I remember reading about the Trail of Tears, of example. I remember reading about that
in high school. But yeah, we never really read about Indian history that I remember. Maybe we
did. Maybe I missed it.
Zank: When you were in high school, was the attitude of integration any different than in
Madison at all?
Garvin: I guess I wasn’t really aware if there was any distance to integration. I guess I never
really thought about it. And thinking about it now I guess I never noticed that.
Zank: And did you notice any kind of harassment or teasing or anything like that at all because
of racial differences?
Garvin: Not racial differences that I noticed. There was just teasing the non-Natives. But it
wasn’t racially intended.
Zank: With the community you were in, how were the views on integration around that time?
Garvin: Maybe the parents sensed either there was going to be some resistance or objection,
because there are more parents involved in the school today than there was back then when I
was in junior high or high school. I rarely saw a Ho Chunk parent come into school, either at the
junior high level or at the high school. At high school, I remember, they had a parents’ night one
night. I think the parents would go to football games. I would see Ho Chunk parents there. But
as far as athlete’s banquets or basketball games, I think there might be some there, but it would
be primarily the parents of the players more than the Indians supporting the other Indians.
Rykken: I just want to interject a little bit there about the language issue because you grew up in
a home where Ho Chunk was the main language.
Garvin: Right.
Rykken: Did your parents feel badly about what occurred at school about the soap, that wasn’t a
big issue for them?
Garvin: No, it was not a big issue. I think that part of it was because our parents wanted us to
learn English. Not necessarily disregard to language but I guess the method that was being
used was what they thought was going to be a method that worked in trying to do what they
wanted us to do to learn English.
Rykken: I remember my grandma telling me that when she was little they were speaking
Norwegian when she was home. She was the daughter of immigrants. I asked her that one time
because she said the teachers wouldn’t let her go out for recess if they spoke Norwegian. She
said that was the punishment. And I said, “Did your parents resent that?” She said, “No, they did
not, because they wanted us to learn English.” I don’t know if that’s a similar experience. It’s just
so interesting today with the great attempts being made to preserving language. It has just
changed so much.
Zank: So, about the participation thing, why do you think it’s so different today and what are
some of the differences you see because of that? Do you think were a little less willing to
participate in activities?
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Garvin: I’m not so sure why that was. Maybe it was
because of their belief in the tradition. I don’t think it
was because they were afraid because they would be
jeopardizing their tradition, but I think it had to do with
the culture and how my parents were raised by my
grandparents. I think it had to do more with the culture.
You learn—I should speak for myself— in terms of
learning not to interrupt adults, for example, when
they’re talking. That kind of stayed, and I don’t know.
I’m not saying maybe that’s why the parents wouldn’t
want to come into school, partly because they didn’t
know… they weren’t advised on how to act or how to
Garvin (row three, left) was a
behave when they came into the school system, whether
member of the Letter Club in
it was to visit a teacher or to try to contact one of their
High School
kids in school. They didn’t have the luxury of learning, or
teaching, our parents that. You know, it’s okay for you to
go into school, it’s okay for you to ask questions about your kids. What are they doing or what
are they learning. I think that they just kind of thought that they didn’t have that right. And when
you think back to about 1924, the…
Rykken: The Citizenship Act?
Garvin: Yeah. See, we weren’t really allowed to vote until that time. And then the Indian
Reorganization Act came at a time when my parents were adults, and without exposure to that
kind of environment, they weren’t really sure how they should conduct themselves. And I guess
I’m trying to tie that into the school system or any kind of environment that they could have gone
into. Without any knowledge or without knowing how to find out what goes on in the school,
even though they were exposed to the boarding school environment and the Ho Chunk or
Indian School environment, coming in here would have been maybe an aspect to them in terms
of… they might be asked to leave, and what are you going to do? Say, “no,” you know. “I have a
right here.” They didn’t have that in their culture to impose themselves on that kind of
environment. So I guess their culture had a lot to do with the resistance coming into the school
system, and… raise Hell, so to speak. We learned not to ask questions. When we were told to
do certain things, we did it. We didn’t say, “Who created this world,” or, “can it be changed?”
That kind of thing; we just grew up in an environment where we said, “Okay. That’s the way it is.
That’s the way it’s going to be.” So I think it is both a combination of those things; the culture
and not knowing the school system. At least the school system as it existed back then.
Zank: Did you or any or any of your Native American friends or peers ever have any plans on
going on to any higher schooling, like college or technical college? Anything like that?
Garvin: No. Actually, for me, I didn’t because I guess we think about, “Why are we learning
English? Why are we doing our lab work in Biology? Why are we learning geometry?” To me, it
was just getting stuff done so I can get done with high school. Then it wasn’t until the last two or
three months before I graduated that Emma Olson started talking to me about going to college. I
said, “Nah. I don’t want to make it. I don’t want to go.” And whenever she saw me, she would
ask me. So finally, after six weeks of that, I said, “Well, maybe I could do it.” So I said, “Okay, I’ll
go to college.” She wanted me to go to Eau Claire. I don’t know how she did it, but she knew the
Chancellor in Eau Claire; I can’t remember his name now, but she was able to get me tested
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and I was able to go to school at Eau Claire. So I went there the first year. I wasn’t really
prepared for it. I didn’t know what to expect in college, either. But, needless to say, I didn’t do
very well. But I liked to go out and go to the basketball games and after the basketball games go
to the bar and that kind of thing… I partied.
Zank: Did Emma Olson do anything like what she did for you for the other students also?
Garvin: I don’t know. She might have talked to them too to see if they wanted to go to school.
I’m sure she would have gotten them in there too if they wanted to.
Rykken: I’m just curious about that. That would have been after you…I mean where were you
seeing Emma at that time?
Garvin: Yeah, the school didn’t actually close until around ’66 and I think I graduated in ’61. I
think there were times when I would just see her on the street.
Rykken: I was just wondering if she was still at the mission. She would’ve been.
Garvin: Yes, she was there.
Rykken: That school actually closed, I did research on that, in the spring of ’63. So the kids in
the fall of ’63 were the first Ho Chunk kids that actually had to come here. So, you are
interesting because you were a bridge between the two. You had both experiences, which is
very interesting. I’m curious, and I don’t know if you were getting to it, but were there teachers
at the high school that pushed you to maybe think about going to school beyond the high
school?
Garvin: Maybe they did, but I don’t recall outwardly them saying, “Do you plan to go to school?”
I guess I kind of always asked myself why I’m learning this stuff, because I wasn’t planning on
going to college.
Rykken: Were there teachers that took an interest in the Native American students that you
could tell or were you just like any other students that were there?
Garvin: I don’t remember any teacher taking interest in certain students. I know some of them
got picked on a lot for misbehaving. But I don’t want that kind of attention.
Zank: Do you recall any feelings that you had if you were ever out of place at the high school or
did you feel like you belong most of the time?
Garvin: I don’t think I ever really thought I belonged in this school because I could hardly wait to
get out. I guess maybe the funny thing is that I didn’t mind getting up early in the morning and
getting ready for school. Now that I think about it, back then, we moved to the Indian Mission
eventually. I think I maybe was a freshman or sophomore. But even then we still didn’t have
running water. We had electricity, but we didn’t have running water. We didn’t have TV until, I
don’t know, ’58 or ’59. We used to go to watch TV with some of my other friends that have TVs.
They lucked out; I don’t know how they did that.
Rykken: How many brothers and sisters did you have?
Garvin: I had two brothers; two younger brothers. They went through the Indian Mission School.
Rykken: Are they still around?
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Garvin: Yes. Cecil’s in Madison. Elliot is the Legislator. You don’t want to interview him, though.
He’ll give you a hard time.
Zank: Now that you’re older and out of high school, do you believe that integration was a good
thing, or a bad thing?
Garvin: I think it was a bad thing in terms of what we’re trying to do now, which is trying to
revitalize our language; trying to preserve our language. And it’s very difficult, even though we
have a class here at the high school, it’s difficult because on one hand you’re expecting the
students to learn the language, but at the same time, they’re not living in a culture where either
the language is taught on a daily basis or a culture that exists within the Indian people is not
clearly evident in the community or maybe even within the household. So, on one hand we’re
saying, “We’re going to teach you how to speak the language.” But then, they can learn
sentences or phrases here at school, but when they go back home or in the community, they
have no way of getting reinforced with that. They can learn to say, “How are you? I am fine.” But
then when they go home, mom or dad are not able to understand or interact with them to
encourage that. So, on that basis it was a bad thing because we had a way to establish a tribal
school where we’re going to teach the language, they’re going to live in the culture, and
certainly by speaking the language, the kids growing up in a Ho Chunk speaking home, they’re
going to be in an environment that’s going to be better for them in terms of adjusting; I guess,
relearning the culture, and learning the language. So I guess that was a bad thing that I saw.
We took them out of an environment that they were comfortable in, like in a Ho Chunk-speaking
home. That’s where they grew up, and that’s where they’re comfortable; their safety net, so to
speak, was in that environment. When we started taking them out of there, we were breaking
down the culture that they could have got with it. That was the bad thing about it.
Zank: What could have been done better to solve that, do you think?
Garvin: Having either not just language classes, but a way for students to relate to what we
were learning when we were learning English, math, and geometry, and that kind of thing. We
had already used those techniques. For example, when we weave a basket; you can’t just
weave a basket by saying, “Give me the stuff that I need to weave a basket,” and you know
how. You have to select a tree, a Black Ash tree. That’s what we use. And it has to be a proper
size, and somebody has to drag it out of the marsh, take it home, and strip the bark off and start
fawning(?) it with an axe; a flat axe, and take off the strips. And the strips are usually given to
the woodmen that smooth it out, and they cut it into the size that they need, the thickness of the
strip that they need. And from that…they’re usually half an inch thick, maybe an inch thick
depending on the type of basket they want to make. But then they knew how to interweave
those and create the base of their basket, to finish it, and sometimes they have different sizes.
But, I think it was that in itself was a way that we could’ve probably thought: “Hey, these guys
are okay. They want us to keep our heritage. They want us to preserve that.” And it wasn’t until
1993 or there about that we began realizing we’re losing our language. Nobody’s doing anything
about it. We have to do it internally. And that same time we’re still attempting to deal with how
we are going to preserve the basket weaving process, or weedwork process, or those kind of
things that are slowly, slowly disappearing. I guess those kind of things could have been
incorporated. That would’ve been more helpful in addition to Ho Chunk history.
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Zank: Nowadays they do Native American Awareness Week and everything like that. But, as a
whole in the high school, from where you started, and now, do you think there is enough
representation of your culture in the high school, or do you think there should be more.
Garvin: No. I guess ideally if there’s a way to incorporate what they’re doing during Native
American Awareness Week, that would be more helpful if there was once a month. Or, ideally, if
there was some weekly activity or event where people can become exposed to that, there might
be better understanding. I think one other thing that I’ve noticed; even until… when I was in high
school, for example, I first noticed, I think one of our friends asked us where we lived. It was the
Indian Mission. “Indian Mission, where is that?” So, they didn’t know we had an Indian
Community six or seven from here. But then, out in the community, there will be that kind of
question also. If you asked them where the Indian Mission was, they wouldn’t even know what
you’re talking about.
Rykken: It’s interesting, because I think that is still true with a lot of people in the community.
Garvin: Yes, exactly.
Rykken: Nancy Lurie told me one time that there was seven miles between Black River and the
Mission, but it could of just as well have been 700. There are not a lot of exchanges going on.
Garvin: Yeah. But there were some people also that knew because we go out for football, and
the coach would set up rides for us, because our buses would have already gone home three or
four hours before. So, cars would be there when we showered up and came out. They would
take us back.
Rykken: I think that was Sam Young, and I think he was using the Lion’s Club to do that. We got
that in another interview from somebody from that period of time. Why do you think the…
because one of the things that I think the community embraced Native students very long a go
was in the sports. That seems to still be true. Why do you think that is? Why do you think it
happened there and maybe not in some other areas?
Garvin: I think the sports are what really kind of exposed the talent of Ho Chunks as apposed to
serving on the quiz bowl or something like that. We were more, probably, better at displaying
our talent in terms of sports because it didn’t require a whole bunch of reading or math and
geometry and that kind of thing.
Rykken: Because that’s a really important part of the history of the school. When you go back
you can find that; really back into the ‘50s. Even into the ‘40s, I think. And that’s still true today.
And it’s still interesting; I mean, that whole…I think I always looked at it like sports was one of
the places where the barrier got knocked down a little bit.
Garvin: Yeah.
Rykken: Because I think Native kids and non-Native kids competing together on teams is really
healthy. I think they got to know each other better. They had kind of a common goal. I don’t
know. I still see that. It’s interesting.
Garvin: Yeah.
Zank: So do you have any children currently that go to school or have gone to the school here?
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Garvin: Yes, my youngest one graduated in 2000. Yeah, graduated in 2000 or 2001, I can’t
remember.
Zank: So now that they went through high school, do you feel that they were being treated
better or more differently or they’re doing a better job?
Garvin: Yeah, I think they were able to interact better than I did. I don’t know if that has to do
with their personalities or what, but I did notice when my son, Larry Garvin II, when he was
selected for the prom, junior prom… I deliberately looked for a picture of the prom court, and I
don’t think I ever saw it in the newspaper or the banner journal. Maybe it was printed, but I don’t
know. But, I thought that’s kind of unusual. You usually see the prom picture. I didn’t see that.
Zank: Have you noticed an improvement since you’ve gone to the high school over the years
with integration since then? Or any kind of weariness towards the Native American community?
Garvin: Yeah. I think there’s more willingness by the school system to meet either the needs of
the Indian population or initiating contact with the Indian population and encourage participation.
Zank: We kind of talked about this a little bit already, but do you find now more towards today
that the younger generations are having a harder time holding on to their traditions and
everything? Maybe that they’ve moved more towards an “English-shaped” culture or however
you want to put that?
Garvin: Yes, and I think that is part of our… one of our needs to meet our goal to teach the
language is to expose the kids to the culture. I think part of the lack of the inability to speak
languages; of course, they’re not growing up in Ho Chunk speaking homes, whether it’s Ho
Chunk as their second language. But that’s not even happening. So when you don’t have that,
because our culture is tied so closely to the language, if you don’t have the language then
you’re not going to learn about the culture, because you can go to ceremonies and events
where they talk Ho Chunk and you’re not going to know what’s going on. You know, you can
see what’s going on, but you’re not going to get a grasp of what they’re talking about without the
ability to speak Ho Chunk or understand Ho Chunk. You’re not going to understand what’s
going on. So then you’re not going to be interested in that because you don’t know what’s going
on, so that brings you further away from the culture, and you’re going to be more into the
mainstream. So, I think to teach the language effectively, you need to bring in the culture with
the language and interact with those. I don’t know how we’re going to do with that.
Rykken: It’s a tough challenge.
Garvin: Yeah.
Zank: I don’t have anymore questions. Do you have anything we need to cover still?
Rykken: I don’t think so. I think it’s great. We appreciate your time.
Garvin: Fantastic. You know, what you should probably ask is, “what is or what are some of the
things that you remember growing up?” That kind of…maybe them have a meaning. For
example, I would wake up in the morning, especially in the summertime, and it seemed like I
was awake at the break of dawn. My grandmother would already be out there with an open
fireplace. She’d be cooking; most of the time they’d be frying bacon. They were cooking for the
family. We had 11 or 12 members in my family that she had to cook for. And then the other
thing, because we were isolated from the rest of the Indian community, we had to find a way to
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entertain ourselves. We didn’t have access to Wal-Mart or K-Mart. My parents didn’t have
money, my grandparents didn’t have money to go to town and get us the toy that they have
nowadays. Videos and TV were unheard of back then. We didn’t have a radio like I told you, we
grew up with kerosene lamps that provided the light at night. So we had to find ways to entertain
ourselves. We knew about cars, so we would have, this could be a stick that I would use and
make that into a car and make little trails on the grass. That would be my car. And the other
thing we would do is just walk. We had paths back then from the Indian Mission back to where I
live, which was maybe a mile, three-fourths of a mile, maybe a mile. I would walk on the Mission
back home. Sometimes it would be at night because I would play with my friends at the mission
until it got dark. We would all of a sudden, “hey I’ve got to get home yet,” because nobody would
come pick me up. So I would run the path back to my home. Those were rutted paths, you
know, where people walked lots and lots of times. There was sand and grass on either side. A
lot of paths, but that’s where I would walk back home. And sometime during the day we would
just walk the trails around our home. Sometimes you could walk along Morrison Creek a mile or
so along the bank, because there was a path there from people walking in that area around that
time because a lot of people didn’t have cars, so the only way they would get from place to
place was just walk through the woods, and that’s how they created a trail. And then I
mentioned earlier, that when we needed water, we’d get a couple of buckets and we would go
down to the spring, which was about a block, maybe two blocks away, and most of it was
downhill. So we would, and now that I remember, we didn’t have a whole bunch of time to play,
because all of our time was used, like in the winter and the fall, we’d start getting ready for
winter, because we were expected to saw the wood, the firewood, spread it out and then pile it
out there and take it in the house when we needed it. So those kinds of things were routine kind
of things for us. No TV, so we had lots of time to do that kind of thing. So, ask some of the
things that they remember growing up, whether they were growing up or in school. Now I see
the kids out at the Indian Mission lining up for the bus at like ten-to-seven in the morning and
say, “Oh, yeah. I remember doing that.” But most of the time, the first four years, and a couple
of years after that, we didn’t get a ride to school, so we’d have to walk to school from the rest of
the community which a mile or a mile and a half. The winter time wasn’t too bad because we
had bobsleds, so we’d get on the sled and go down one hill, go up another hill, and go down
another hill and that was kind of fun.
Rykken: You were living a lot closer to the natural kind of environment.
Garvin: Yes, exactly.
Rykken: You know, it’s just amazing; I mean, it was true to a lot of people during that period;
white people, too. But not quite the same here; a little different.
Garvin: Yeah, and I think that, I didn’t mention that, but that was one of the, I think the
distinctions. There are other people now that you can meet that say, “Oh, yeah. We didn’t have
any electricity. We didn’t have any running water, either.” But, when you’re an Indian competing
in the rest of society, you’re already a step behind the others, simply because we are Indian
people. And then, you look back at history, 1924 and 1934; and 1963 was when our government
was set up. So we’re still pretty young based on that. But thank you very much, you have some
interesting questions.
Zank: Thank you.
Rykken: Thank you, Larry.
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Larry Garvin and Alex Zank.
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SADIE (Winneshiek) GARVIN: Interviewed 18 November 2008
Sadie Garvin: My parents are Ben and Imogene Winneshiek.
Alex Zank: Were you born in Neillsville?
Sadie: Yeah. Well, we were born in Neillsville and I think it was about
1965 we got one of those hut homes in [loudspeaker overpowers Sadie
for a few moments] we were a really poor family. My father was chief of
the Ho Chunk Nation. He passed away in 1998. So my brother is chief
of the Ho Chunk Nation now. But, we were raised like a traditional
family, a traditional Ho Chunk family, meaning we attended a lot of
religious ceremonies and cultural events.
Zank: Okay. What was life like growing up back then in the condition
that you were?

Sadie Garvin
(Winneshiek) as a
senior at BRFHS

Sadie: Well, honestly we were poor, but we were rich in other aspects, like exercise. We did a
lot of natural things and our father made things for us, like bobsleds. So, we didn’t suffer there
because of recreation, we just found other natural things that we could do. Before we moved
here, when we were in Neillsville, there was some trust land there, and we had huge gardens.
Huge gardens full of corn, fruits, strawberries, apple trees, so we were healthy that way there.
We just didn’t have the standard of living that people have now, but we didn’t know any
different. When we moved here, we encountered some racism, more classism, I think, because
we were poor.
Zank: Do you think the classism was because you were poor or because of your cultural
background or something like that?
Sadie: I think it was a little of both.
Zank: Okay.
Sadie: But I still managed to get good grades. I liked coming to school. Most of the teachers I
liked. I had my favorite ones. There were a couple…I can’t think of his name. I think he passed
away now. He was a business teacher. There were a couple of business teachers in high
school. They taught like…
Rykken: McCulloch?
Sadie: Yes.
Rykken: And Graf? Mr. Graf? You remember him?
Sadie: Sounds familiar but there was a red head, reddish, strawberry blonde woman who was in
this department also with him. So I was like an A, B student. But their friendliness and I
remember he’d write personal notes on the bulletin board to the class, and sometimes he’d pick
me, and I was really shy back then, but it just helped me. When I graduated I was 17, and that
summer I had been going to Upward Bound, it’s a program out of Steven’s Point, from 9th grade
every summer, that helped me academically. So when I graduated at 17 I started college at
Steven’s Point when I was 17 years old. Well, I only lasted about 3 semesters. I was on the
Dean’s List, but I started getting into drinking. But when I was 24 I went into treatment and
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sobered up and my life’s… I don’t know, just much, much better. I ended up getting my
Bachelor’s Degree in La Crosse in ’92, and then I got my Master’s Degree in Social Work in ’93
from Madison. And 2006 I got my Supervisory Management Degree at; well Supervisory
Management at Western Technical College. So, I’m just grateful, first for thinking of education.
And it can be done. There are people in our tribe that, well I think a long time ago, used to think
you can’t mix them. You can. You can; it’s hard though. I was 17 and I was only an hour and a
half away to Steven’s Point, but it was a whole different world for me, because I was so used to
my parents talking in our language and just having my whole little social network of relatives and
everyone who thinks I’m special, and all of a sudden I’m into this dorm and I had this kind of
sassy, outgoing roommate. We were total opposites, she was just outgoing, so we did
something about that and corrected that. And that campus wasn’t that huge, but still it just felt
like a different world. So, when I’d get in the car and came home, it felt good to come home.
These clubs that they have on campuses are a big help. And that’s what happened in La
Crosse, too. I lived over there and I was only an hour away, but the same thing; my parents… I
didn’t have a car. I started working at the Trane Company and so my parents would come get
me when they could afford to on Friday nights. When I would get in the car they would turn on
Pow Wow music and talk to me in Ho Chunk, and it was just like I had entered a different world
coming home and it was just so hard to go back and forth.
Rykken: Can I segue on that just a little bit? As a teacher here, because I’ve been here 19
years, you’ll often hear the statement that it’s good for the Native students to be able to leave
the area to kind of get away from the environment of that, and then it’s good to come back to,
but it’s really important that they are able to make that break. Do you think that that’s true?
Sadie: I think for me, yes I think it’s good for them to get away and experience different things.
When my parents passed away I took care of them … I graduated in ’92, so about ’90 I moved
back because my parents were getting older. So I started back and forth to La Crosse to go to
school, and I was driving back and forth to Madison just to get my degree. But my primary was
to take care of them. The whole reason I wanted a degree was to earn enough money so they
wouldn’t ever have to go into a nursing home, so that was my motivation. But what happened
when they passed away in 1998— it was like within 8 days of each other that they passed
away— I realized I was free to move anywhere I wanted to. I thought about big cities I used to
want to move to. I was thinking, “Ah, California, no thanks, New York City, no thanks,” but
realization came that I wanted to live right here. Because this is where all our religious; and my
brother is the Chief of the Ho Chunk Nation, so he has a lot of duties that are right here in our
homeland. So I would be coming back here almost a couple of times a month anyways, but I
realized with the climate and everything else, and our tribe, this is where I’d want to be.
Rykken: Did you talk, Alex, about who her father was?
Alex: About him being chief?
Rykken: Yeah. Did you talk about that much?
Alex: Not much.
Rykken: Can you talk about that a little bit? What was it like growing up in that situation?
Sadie: I think it kind of was hard on us because we were supposed to be better than everyone
else and we were just human beings. So we kind of had to try and live up to things and it was
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hard; when you’re teenagers you realize how important it was they were trying to teach us. So,
for the most part it was just being an honor of being able to take them around to do what both
my parents needed to do, and they taught us so much; mostly by just watching them. I saw both
my parents work with their hands with the seasonal jobs that they had. And it was so important
that they stopped teaching us the language because they wanted us to know English enough so
we could get ahead in this modern world by ourselves. So, two very… I couldn’t have asked for
two better to have lived with and I think it was the last ten years of their life that I stayed with
them, and after I graduated I found jobs at the Nation and stayed here. But they were very kind,
very gentle, giving and generous people that we all model ourselves after. Of course we could
probably never be that great, but they were good.
Rykken: And how many brothers and sisters?
Sadie: I had four sisters and two brothers.
Zank: You had mentioned earlier about them speaking the language in the household, correct?
Sadie: Yes.
Zank: Was that the primary language they had spoken around you?
Sadie: Mostly they spoke Ho Chunk, but their English was pretty good.
Zank: So they used a mixture of both?
Sadie: Yes.
Zank: Would you say that was typical around that time for most households to be speaking
primarily Ho Chunk?
Sadie: Between themselves, when elders would come over and visit they would all talk Ho
Chunk. But it was kind of to the next generation, us kids, they would go back and forth
depending on the situation.
Zank: Did you go to school before 5th grade at the Neillsville school?
Sadie: Yes, Neillsville grade school.
Zank: Did you notice anything different after you came her in 5th grade; any kind of different
attitudes or anything?
Sadie: I think I experienced more racism when I came here, and I think it’s because when we
were in Neillsville there were only the six Indian families around that bus route. It’s called
Dellsdam, so there were just a few Natives in that school and so we were all mostly quiet, then
when we came here there was a bigger population, so we were a little more noticeable because
there were ten times as many Natives in the school.
Zank: And you saw that during 5th grade even, the racism?
Sadie: Yeah, we kind of stuck to ourselves. During recess we’d have kickball games and we’d
be outside, and it would be mostly natives playing. But anyone could join us. Of course,
everyone wasn’t racist.
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Zank: What was the community’s view of the integration process around the time you had been
entering 5th grade. How did the Ho Chunk community as a whole view that? Do you know that
at all?
Sadie: No. I’d say I was too young to remember that about the community.
Zank: Do you remember your parents talking about that at all?
Sadie: No. I just know that when they were young they were forced to go boarding school in
Neillsville. But they didn’t talk much about it.
Rykken: Were your parents involved in school here when you were there? Did they come to
school events?
Sadie: I was telling him that we were so poor. We didn’t have any money for extracurricular or
we didn’t have a car, so there was no one to pick us up. If we did participate it was because we
could catch a ride with our friends. But that was the hard part, not having money to be taken
back and forth.
Rykken: Were your grades important?
Sadie: To me, they were.
Rykken: Did they make a big thing of that? Or was that your own motivation?
Sadie: No, I knew they were proud of me; my parents were proud of me. But mostly I guess it
was me wanting to go to college. And that was a neat thing, when we lived in Dellsdam, when
we were growing up; I bet that one-fourth of this room was the size of our house. We’d have a
stove in the middle and we’d have a big bed, and it was me, my mom, and my four sisters, we
were all on one bed, so two of us went this way and three from the other. And that was ten, so
ten, eight, seven, six, and four with my mom. And my dad and my brother Clayton, who’s the
chief now, were on a mattress, and then I had two grandfathers, and in that little house in the
middle was a stove. So you just had a foot and a half to walk around that stove. Then there was
a little kitchen, which was a little room; that’s all we had.
Rykken: Almost sounds like a different world, doesn’t it?
Sadie: Yeah. So when you talk about what I was telling him, that we were poor in some ways
but we were rich in some other ways. I mean, you had so little space so you know at night if you
have to sleep with your sisters that you have to make up, because it’s kind of hard to stay mad
when you sleep with everyone and we were all in such close quarters.
Zank: Did you find living in that kind of situation that your family was really close together than
now that you have your own separate rooms?
Sadie: Yeah, I think that’s why we were really close. We just did everything together and there
were just a few families that, we’re still really close with them today. Yeah, we we’re just a really
close family here, talking to each other at least a couple of times a week all of us brothers and
sisters. But I think, I was kind of getting on that, from seeing our parents do manual labor, most
of us, about half the family have various degrees. My brothers and my sister are working for
Mathy Construction. They’ve been there 25 years. My other sisters have degrees and pretty
much all working for the nation.
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Zank: What kind of labor were your parents doing at that time?
Sadie: I’ve seen them doing anything from berry picking to working at marshes. I’m trying to
think of what else… bailing hay, cranberry marshes; I remember one trip, but I don’t remember
much, picking cherries near Green Bay. A lot of Ho Chunk families used to migrate up there and
do that.
Zank: During the first few years of being here, what kind of attitude did your peers have towards
you? You discussed a little bit about hanging out in groups, so did they really discriminate
against you or did they kind of not say that out loud?
Sadie: I guess when I say there was some racism, it wasn’t blatant every day, but there was
some; I remember when I first moved here, there were some white boys going, “she’s your
girlfriend, she’s your girlfriend.” That does not feel good when you feel like you’re less than
whoever, and you know that they’re talking about you and it’s not good. But I guess we were
fortunate enough to have a strong sense of self and a strong sense of pride in being Ho Chunk
and being Native. When we had Native American Week, we used to have speakers and singers,
Floyd Westman was one of them; he used to come in. And their message… we had after school
student council back then, and we’d choose who we’d want to come for the week, and they’d
direct their— anyone could come; the public could come— but their songs or whatever kind of
helped us feel proud of ourselves, so I think that’s what got me through. I remember an episode
of walking across campus at Steven’s Point, and back then it was, “Hey, [inaudible],” trying to
make me feel bad or something. But it is harder when there are just a few Ho Chunks or Natives
on campus, and you’re being targeted like that.
Rykken: Now we’re seeing in here, and Alex and I were talking about, the Indian club. Do you
remember when that was formed? Were you involved right away in that?
Sadie: No, I think it was already going when I came.
Rykken: Okay. Was there resentment of the Native American week by the non-native students?
Do you remember that?
Sadie: I don’t remember anything like that.
Zank: Do you remember some of the things you did in the Indian club at all? Like any of the
activities?
Sadie: I think mostly it was planning Native American Week, but maybe we’d do some floats or
something for some parades.
Zank: Do you remember any of the staff members that might’ve been treating you differently
because of your ethnicity, or were they all generally fair?
Sadie: I think they were generally fair, but I think it was personally me because I kept an A, B
average and so I think more teachers liked that or respected that so I didn’t get as much as
someone else might that was just there to goof off. But I was going to say, when we were
growing up, and I must’ve been… because I didn’t go to kindergarten, I just started 1st grade,
so my brother taught me the alphabet and my numbers and stuff like that. But one of my
grandfathers used to say to me; I’d only be four or five years old, and he’d go, “Seega [SP?],”
which means I’m the third oldest girl in my family, so he’d say, “Seega [SP?], are you ever going
to go to high school?” And I’d get indignant; I was just a little kid. I’d get indignant, and I’d look at
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him and go, “No! I told you, I’m just going right on to college!” And they had implanted that in my
head way back at three, four, five years old, it would be a standing joke. He’d ask me that once
a month or something, just to get a rise out of me, but somewhere he implanted that I was
smart.
Rykken: Interesting.
Zank: So did it ever occur to you that you wanted to go on to college by that?
Sadie: Well, mostly he was just telling me that I was smart.
Zank: As you continued on through your education, did you notice any tensions easing as you
were getting older, or was there more resentment as you went on through the middle school and
high school?
Sadie: I think things got easier just because of being in a home environment and having things
like a home school coordinator.
Rykken: Do you remember who that was?
Sadie: It was a gentleman; I can’t remember his name now… Roger Filbert. I think that was his
name. That’s what I remember.
Rykken: That sounds familiar.
Sadie: I remember Irene Keenan. She used to be working for the Nation and be one of our
people that would just sit there and help us run and make sure our student council meeting at
the— this was away from school, now. This was one of the Nation’s activities, moved activities
to have council. So, different people like that kind of helped me know that I had a higher goal
than just finishing high school.
Rykken: When Larry was in we talked about friendships that he may have had in this school. Of
course, that was earlier than your time. But, one of the things he mentioned was that it wouldn’t
have been common for him to go to white friends’ homes or vice versa. Was that true also with
you? Would you have been invited or would
have invited— was there not that kind of
mix going on?
Sadie: Well, I left here in ’74, and I had
never been to a white person’s home. It
doesn’t mean I didn’t have some really
close white friends. But I think it was more
classism, and you add skin color in and
being poor. I wasn’t real popular but we
made do.
Zank: So, with those friendships, did you
have the same kind of relationship with a
white person with your other Native
American friends, or was it a little bit
different of a relationship between that?
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Winneshiek (row one, right) was part of the
BRFHS Indian Club as a student

Sadie: I think it was a little bit different because they wouldn’t really come to our home, but here
it was kind of whatever we shared, had in common, we’d share.
Zank: What kind of activities were you involved in? We already covered Indian club, but what
else were you in?
Sadie: I think we had some kind of pom-pom club, and about half the group was Native. So,
somehow I must’ve caught rise for that. I played basketball for a while.
Rykken: Yeah, this is the Tigerettes here.
Sadie: Yeah, the Tigerettes.
Rykken: And it lists FBLA, I noticed you’re on that picture, too. It also says that you received an
accounting award as a senior. Do you remember that?
Sadie: No, I don’t.
Rykken: What else… you received a shorthand award as a junior. You must have been really
good in the business classes.
Sadie: Yeah, when I started at Steven’s Point that was going to be my degree was business
because of the teachers here, Mr. Graf and…
Rykken: Wouldn’t it have been – later on I think she might have been Mrs. McCulloch. That
might not have been her name at that time because I think she got married. I’ll look for that; I’ll
see if I can refresh your memory.
Sadie: But just how nice they were to everybody. It just helped me think, I was even thinking
about being a teacher, but I went into business, but I dropped out after three semesters. I don’t
think I went back to college until it was about 13 years later. So, maybe say, about 34. But I
started working at Trane Company and I was making, this was about 1980, I was making three
dollars and 35 cents an hour. And after about— and I was working in the international
department— so here’s a shy Native girl getting a job at Trane Company in La Crosse, so I just
kept to myself and read on breaks and just did my job. But anyway, I was there about seven and
a half years and I think I was up to seven dollars and maybe 68 cents or something. They said I
was at the top, and I’d have to be a coordinator and coordinate air conditioning units around the
world, and I thought, “I don’t want to do that for the rest of my life,” so then I went back to
college that year. So I think I went back in ’89 or something.
Rykken: That’s Linda McCulloch. And this was Ken Graf, this was Kenny, and then Ken Graf
was here.
Sadie: Yeah, that’s Mr. Graf and her. Those were my favorite teachers.
Rykken: Isn’t that interesting? I taught with them both, so I knew them. They were here when I
first came and I think that kids would’ve said that about them later, too.
Sadie: Excellent sense of humor.
Rykken: I think they did really have good relationships with the students. I remember that, so it’s
kind of interesting to hear that.
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Zank: With all these activities and the nice teachers that you’re talking about, how did that ease
the integration? How do you think that helped ease tension?
Sadie: Well, I think they were just examples of showing us that not everyone is racist. It gave us
hope.
Zank: Do you think it helped you guys cope with it a little more? Did it help you get to know more
people? Did that help with that?
Sadie: I think it just made me like school more.
Rykken: That hasn’t changed. They get kids that are involved and it just makes a huge
difference, even if they’re just in one thing besides class. It makes them more connected.
Zank: Something to do.
Rykken: Yeah.
Zank: Did you have any major obstacles while going to school? Trying to overcome anything?
Sadie: I think that I just could have done more, or have more money to pay for a five dollar
student fee or whatever it was back then. I think we had, back then, a more organized… kind of
like more… I remember Wednesday nights we used to go to a building at the mission and we’d
have college students from Eau Claire come in and help tutor. Not that I needed it, but I’d go
just for socialization. A lot of us would go for socialization, but they’d help people with trying to
keep their grades up back then.
Zank: Do you think with the financial situation you were in, did that affect your school life or
social life at all any differently than other kids?
Sadie: Yeah, I never went to prom or things like that because I didn’t have money for clothes.
Rykken: One thing if I can interject on that. There’s been such a change in that situation for so
many of the Native students that we have now. They’re not really living in as poor of a situation,
and yet their parents probably did grow up that way. I’ve always wondered about… that must be
kind of a challenging situation to see kids. You take the race out of it and the race issues, but
see kids that have more opportunity and some that don’t take advantage of it. That’s got to be
hard. That’s hard as a teacher. I’m just wondering how that plays out in your life, because I’m
sure what you do in your work you’ve dealt with that a lot.
Sadie: That’s what I think when I was saying we were poor in some ways but rich in other ways.
Our role models taught us, mostly our parents, but other adults in our lives, taught us if you want
something, you need to work for it. And that’s not being taught to our children and that’s what
is… I think it’s sad. Some, I guess most are getting along after they graduate, but there are
some that just think, “I’m getting this huge amount of money, I don’t have to do anything for the
rest of my life.” And then they find it’s gone in six months or something like that. So, to me it’s
scary, and I’ve said this to our area meetings onto people. We had to work for things we wanted
and though it may seem hard other people could be chalice of it. Even my sister, she used to
work— she did hard labor for 25 years and she’ll go, “other people get this,” and I say, “but
you’re showing your son something more valuable than just asking for something and getting it.”
Other side of tape begins
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Zank: Is it kind of like [something inaudible]?
Sadie: I think the Nation is trying to get financial businesses to come speak to the youth. But I
don’t know, it’s obviously not working for everybody.
Rykken: Do you feel, we talked about this a lot, too, but we feel like the traditional Ho Chunk
culture is in jeopardy in this regard. Is this, the whole language issue is so important right now in
trying to restore that, I guess if I could just weave this back, do you feel it would be helpful for
the Ho Chunk students to be in their own setting; their own school? This gets debated a lot, but
like in the first few grades, for example, so they would get more ground into their culture before
they were in the mix of all the public schools here. Do you think that would make a difference, or
is that— I’m just asking for your opinion, and I know there are a lot of different opinions.
Sadie: Part of me does want a tribal school only because you could gear it towards Ho Chunk
history and gear it towards raising your self-esteem and things like that. I’m also scared though
that if we don’t have the quality of teachers and administrators that things might fall apart
because of politics or certain families going, “they did this to my child,” and whatever. So I think
it just goes back to family responsibility of saying, “school is important. It’s just a little part of
your life and you need to do well there and that’ going to be a good indicator of how you’re
going to do for the rest of your life.” So I try to tell that message to our family and young people
that I know. I think we could work just like this. This is how the real world is; we have to
intermingle and get along. I’m leaning more towards just how the system is now.
Rykken: I may have missed this at the beginning, but I don’t know if you have any of your own
children, and if so, have they gone through high school?
Sadie: I have one child, but she lives in Milwaukee.
Rykken: Because that’s another interesting dynamic of this first wave of kids that came through
like yourself, then seeing your own children going through the system 25 years later and seeing
if the system is better or changing.
Sadie: Well, my sister’s son came to live with me and he’s eleven and a half. What grade is
that? 5th grade he came here from La Crosse and stayed with me. He went through the Marine
Corps and he’s kind of struggling with PTSD right now. But he’s actually going to school at the
Eau Claire college. But he was in 5th grade, 6th grade, so I started working then, and then… I’m
thinking of what grade he was in, but I was really angry that day. I brought him some tennis
shoes to the principal’s office. They were 100-dollar tennis shoes, because I guess I tried to
make up with our kids what I didn’t have back then, so I was trying to buy them good stuff so
they won’t be ashamed of coming to school. Well that day, his name is Brandon Winneshiek, so
I dropped some tennis shoes off with him because he wanted to play basketball, so I thought,
“Great, he wants to get into sports,” because I could now afford to go pick them up. But when I
dropped those, I said, “This is for Brandon Winneshiek,” and I wrote his name on the thing, and
he got back at night, I said, “So, how was basketball?” He said, “I didn’t get to play.” So now
we’re talking, maybe 1991… but this is the 1990s we’re talking, so I said, “What happened?” He
said, “I didn’t get to play,” and I said, “Why not?” He goes, “Because they gave my shoes to
another boy.” I asked why. He said, “Because that boy said I stole them from him.” And this was
a white boy, said that he stole— he said, now he means mom; all my sister’s kids are my kids.
He goes, “They weren’t even the right size.” My degree is in social work, so I understand how a
young person like that could feel so traumatized just because one boy said, “Those are my
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shoes.” They didn’t even ask him; they didn’t give him due process. They just went to his locker
and gave that boy his tennis shoes. And they weren’t even his size! They were three sizes too
big. I was so angry. I walked in there the next day and I was in the office… Rosine, I think he
was the principal back then, and I was so angry; tears in my eyes, I was so mad of what they
did to a little person. A human being, how dare you treat someone like that? I said, “Don’t you
take a pencil from his locker without you asking him.” I said, “I dropped those off for him.” I was
so angry. There was another teacher; a phy-ed teacher. Now, this didn’t happen every day, so
these are a few examples of— and I’m sure there are more today, yet. But a boy hit him with a
basketball; he probably wouldn’t even appreciate me putting this on tape. Something else
happened in gym; a white boy threw a basketball at him and hit him. He ran after him. The gym
teacher, I can’t remember his name, went after my son, a Ho Chunk, and slams him up against
a wall, grabs him by his collar and takes him downstairs into the locker room in front of
everybody. And he didn’t even start that. So, there’s that other side of me that says it’s so easy
when there’s a conflict that the Ho Chunk gets kicked out first or gets— they don’t really hear
two sides of it. So, to me it’s… but I try and tell him that, “You can try to win through violence or
dropping out or whatever. But you’re not. You’re here for yourself, it doesn’t matter what— you
are going to have racist teachers, you’re going to have racist bosses, the majority is not like
that, so you still have to get through and deal with these things and… my niece, she lives in a
Neillsville school district. She graduated since, but some kids on the bus were messing with her
brother, and she ended up punching one of them. And so I said to her, “How could you have
handled that different? Why didn’t you get the bus driver?” Shoona [SP?] means auntie, she
goes, “Shoona [SP?], they were making fun of my youngest brother.” I said, “Well, is there
anther way you could’ve handled that?” She goes, “I don’t know.” So I told her, “You could have
said, ‘you’re so stupid I’m not even going to talk to you.’ You could’ve said, ‘whatever,’” or
something. But I was trying to give her other ways she can do that without jeopardizing her…
life, actually.
Rykken: I want to ask a couple other ones, too. You can feel free to jump in. While you were in
school, so you were here from 5th grade through 12th. Do you remember in any of your classes
ever learning any Ho Chunk history at all, or would that have been off the chart at that time?
Sadie: I don’t remember. I think there was only the Native American week that we got anything.
Rykken: So otherwise the curriculum didn’t really reflect anything about Native culture at all?
Sadie: No. If it did it was the usual things about Sacajawea.
Rykken: Yeah. Alright. That’s interesting because I think that’s an area that the school has tried
to make changes in a positive direction. So it’s a long process that hasn’t been… I don’t think
we’re there yet, but at least we’re trying to move in that direction. The kids are getting more
exposure. A lot of it rests on just being there, but… do you remember, he kind of asked you this
already, but do you remember teachers that… did it happen that you would see something
happen in the classroom that was kind of openly racist or was that kind of subdued by that time?
Sadie: I think I would see more covert racism. See, that’s sometimes why I’m for a tribal school,
because I could see in that business class with those teachers who were not racist at all, I just
felt like I was one of the rest, but in some of the other classes, you could see those teachers put
their hands on someone, and that means a lot, that human contact, saying, “You’re special,”
whatever. You wouldn’t see that with Ho Chunk kids. And we’d probably be in the back trying to
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be quiet, and, “Don’t call on me! I’m too shy,” or whatever. That’s sometimes why I’d want a
tribal school because they could get that more attention and more feeling like they’re special.
Rykken: As you were a young person, were you taught to be, and I don’t know quite how to say
this, but were you taught to be quiet in a school setting, like if an adult was talking to you were
you expected to be very quiet and somewhat respectful? Because a lot of kids are shy, but I
think sometimes culturally that’s more pronounced among Native American students.
Sometimes, but not always. That’s in a little bit of my experience with that.
Sadie: I think especially when we were young we were really taught respect, and our uncles
were the disciplinary people in our family. My uncle would walk into the room and go to my
mom, “How are the kids doing?” And we were going, “Please say we’re doing good!” We
wouldn’t know what he was going to us, and it was just the threat of someone in our life that had
the authority to get mad at us, and we couldn’t do anything about it.
Rykken: If you don’t mind me asking on that, too, that very thing right there is so interesting to
me. Was that so you’d have a different relationship with your father where he wouldn’t
necessarily have that role that your uncle would have?
Sadie: I don’t know why it’s like that.
Rykken: That’s so important among many Ho Chunk people, and I’ve been told that so many
times by Ho Chunk students.
Sadie: Why I try and tell that, because my niece, Rhonda, she graduated… she went on to get
her Bachelor’s; well she got a double major in HR and Marketing, so she lives nearby, but she’ll
talk about her my brother Clayton, who’s her Dega [SP?], that means uncle, and she’ll go, “But
he’s always on us! He doesn’t say anything to his own kids!” And I’ll say, “He’s not their Dega
[SP?]. That’s not his role. He’s their dad, and that’s a different role.” And they have Degas [SP?]
who are supposed to take that role, but that’s what I see lacking is that role because of
alcoholism or just, I don’t know, and didn’t get taught or they’re just not carrying on their
responsibilities of that, or their duty. But I see a lot less disciplinary action in the families. I work
at the Community Center out here as a General Manager and they have those kids come in and
they are so noisy. We’re talking anywhere from 6 to 5th grade come out there; maybe 30 to 50
kids. And they’re just running around and I’m thinking, “Oh my God.” We were by our parents
next to them scared to run out because we knew we had to stay. There’s a whole different way
most families are raised.
Rykken: That seems to be true also in broader culture of America, because it’s the same
dynamic going on with white people, too. The kids changed that way and aren’t getting the
same discipline that they were probably getting at one time.
Sadie: And respect. It was for any adult; if someone was talking, we did not talk, especially a
teacher. Even when I went to college the other students would be up by that teacher getting
ready to ask them something. Other students would even be joking with him or her, and I
couldn’t do that because I was raised that that person knows more than I do; my elder. I wasn’t
raised to joke around with him.
Rykken: Would it— I just have one other one Alex that I’m throwing on, but did you ever have a
Native American teacher? Do you ever remember having someone in front of you that was
actually teaching? Would that have made a difference in terms of just your feeling about school?
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For example, if there had been a Native American teacher in the Black River Falls High School.
Would that have—
Sadie: Maybe, but I just, I love school. It was my getaway from home.
Rykken: So that wasn’t such a big issue for you? I just thought I’d ask that because it’s kind of
interesting. I think one of the goals for the school community is to ultimately have that. Have
some Native American people actually teaching her in school; I think it would be positive for
them for that. Those are kind of the ones I wanted to ask. Do you have other ones that you want
to ask?
Zank: I have a few more. You said that they really didn’t teach much about the history of Ho
Chunk culture. Do you think that would have made a difference in… I don’t know, would there
have been as much quiet racism or discrimination if you had learned more about the culture with
everyone in the school?
Sadie: If they had learned?
Zank: If everybody in the school had if they had taught it more in class.
Sadie: I think it would have. But these few incidences that I have been talking about are
isolated. For the most part, mostly everybody was just going to school. There were just a few
that stood out in my mind. But, for the most part, I didn’t encounter because I was just one of
those students that kept quiet and did my studies.
Zank: Do you think that the school system teaches enough Ho Chunk history or culture today or
do you think they could be doing more?
Sadie: I can’t answer that because I don’t know how much they’re doing today.
Zank: In general, how do you feel about the education system now compared to back then? Do
you think it’s been overall better in treating students more equally or do you think it’s about the
same?
Sadie: I think I see the school system reaching out and trying to improve the services or quality
of services, so I think it’s not the person being a Ho Chunk. Part of it is because; mostly their
parents aren’t backing them as strongly as they need to.
Zank: Do you see more parent involvement in school from Ho Chunk students now than there
was when you were in high school?
Sadie: I think I see more, yeah, because they can make it over here when our parents didn’t
even have a car and couldn’t even come to parent teacher conferences or anything like that. So
I think there’s not an excuse not to have a good relationship with the teachers.
Zank: Do you think that that’s been helping at all; helping the kids get a better education and
exist better with each other?
Sadie: I think everyone’s chance is just like everybody else’s; however, I have to be honest, I
think the per cap that we receive that youth look forward to getting is a negative. It ruins their
achievements, or their outlook on life. I think it really ruins a lot for our young people.
Zank: I… think I have everything on here…
28 | P a g e

Rykken: I’ll just throw a couple others out here. Who are some people beside your parents that
were really significant to you growing up?
Sadie: You know how we have that extended family? I’d have other relatives. I remember one,
Naomi Shegoni [SP?]. She passed away, but I had started college when I was 17, I dropped out
when I was 19 because of alcohol. I kind was so shy I just turned to that. I dropped out and
thought, “Well, I’ll come back next semester.” It was 13 years, but when I was 19 she’d say,
“Every time I see you I’m going to ask you if you got your degree,” and she did. Finally in ’92, I
could tell her, “Yes, I got it.” So there were enough people that I saw or heard from that pushed
me to do better than I was. But yeah, I think that is really important, especially when people go
off into the service or into that outside world, they really need to have a good support system to
make it until they can find that group over here, otherwise it’s so hard to give in.
Rykken: It seems so true. Did you ever have any family members or relatives that you were
aware of that attended the Bethany School in Wittenberg? Is that ringing any bells?
Sadie: No.
Rykken: But you had some that attended Neillsville?
Sadie: Yes.
Rykken: And I had missed the early part of this interview, but where did you go from K-4?
Sadie: To Neillsville Grade School.
Rykken: So you were already used to being immersed in a white school?
Sadie: Yes, but I was telling him there were only five or six families, so there were only, in the
Grade School I’m thinking maybe there were 10 of us Ho Chunks. So we were pretty quiet and
didn’t…
Rykken: And when you came here did you go to Gebhardt?
Sadie: No.
Rykken: You would’ve been in 5th grade.
Sadie: I was [something inaudible]
Rykken: Okay. Do you remember who your first teacher was?
Sadie: No.
Rykken: Okay. I was kind of curious if those names come back to you.
Sadie: I can’t remember anything until I got to High School. It must be my memory.
Rykken: You’d have to go back and find pictures if you have any. I’m finding that I don’t have
any pictures from that period of time. I don’t know; people just didn’t take as many pictures then.
Today they take so many pictures. These kids have thousands of pictures of themselves. We
don’t have that so much. Can you remember the names of some of the non-Native students that
you would have been friends with when you were in Black River High School?
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Sadie: One comes to my mind, her name was Roxy… Roxy something Anderson. I haven’t
seen her in a long time. And I didn’t even go to my reunions or anything. But sometimes in the
community I will see someone and they’ll go, “Remember me?”
Rykken: That’s an interesting aspect of Black River because you’ve got 50 or 60 years of people
that are kind of mixed; they’ve known each other but still have that distance between them. It’s
kind of interesting.
Sadie: Actually I remember when I was going to college I’d ride with one or two non-Indian
people that were going to school and I had heard about it, so once in a while I’d catch a ride
with them for the week, or the weekend, or whatever.
Zank: How was college life different for you as a Native student? Did they just treat you like
everyone else? Because colleges are a little bit different. Or was it kind of…
Sadie: Well, when I was 17 through 19 it was like a different world, but it was exciting at the
same time as it was scary. But when I went back when I was… I forgot what age I was.
Rykken: In ’89?
Sadie: Yeah, somewhere around there when I went back. I had sobered up by then, and my
outlook was a lot different. But for the most part, I could be a lifelong college student. If I could
afford it, I would go— there was a class that stands out in my mind about media and how they
slant things in the commercials. That was fascinating to me. If I had money, I would just love to
go sit in the classes and learn what I want to study. So, 99 percent of the time it was a good
experience. I remember, too, this Biology teacher. This was at University of La Crosse; and he
didn’t mean anything by it, it was just, he was trying to teach about… I can’t even remember the
correct terms about finding your way. It was called surveying or whatever. So that day he gets
up and puts— and I’m the only Native in class with 30 other students— he goes, “Okay, we’re
going to take a trip. So, we have the Warriors and the Squaws. And we’re all going to go find…”
and he just kept on going and my heart just kind of goes, “What?!” You know, “You’re supposed
to be intelligent.” He just made a big boo-boo or whatever. Well, when I was 17 through 19
when I was first starting college I wouldn’t have said anything. So, after class, I just went up to
him and said, “You know, when you said squaw that really offended me.” And he looks and
says, “Why?” And I just said, “That’s a very derogatory term to me.” And he goes, “Well, what
should I have said?” And I said, “How about women?” I don’t think he really got it. But to sit in
that class and most of them turned and looked at me. So most of them knew that that was not
kosher or whatever.
Rykken: Interesting.
Sadie: Yeah. So, it was just a few things like that, but I mean one incident like that could be
enough to say, “Nuh uh, I’m going home. No one’s going to treat me like that at home.” So it’s
really hard to, that’s what I’m talking about, have support away. I guess what helped me in La
Crosse and Steven’s Point were those; we had a minority affairs office. We couldn’t have our
own leader because of funds. But that helped too. It helped open my eyes to other cultures, so
there were all different kinds of stuff. But that was kind of my home base away from my
apartment to stop between classes and kind of feel like, “Okay, I’m going to be okay. No one’s
going to hurt me here in this room.”
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Rykken: Just out of curiosity, do you see the election we just went through— I teach history and
government, and it was so interesting to see the reaction of kids to Obama. I’ve taught through
eight different elections and this is different than any one we’ve seen. Alex was actually very
into that whole thing. He was involved in campaigning and everything else. But the native
students, I had several that were very excited about him, and I was just wondering if you think
that is an issue of color. Do you think it makes a difference to them to see somebody in that
position now and— I don’t know.
Sadie: I saw your eyes light up and that’s how mine were. And you know, it wasn’t because of
his color, it was because of who he is. When I heard him talk at the 2004 Democratic
convention, and he was sitting there and he interviewed— and I can’t remember who that
announcer was— but he asked him a question and said something about, “So you as a black
person, blah blah blah,” and the answer he gave was so intelligent. It didn’t even get the kind
of… something negative back from him. He rose above that. It just wasn’t in him to go, “Why do
you have to talk about black people,” or whatever. That would’ve been me; I was just impressed
by him ever since then when I first saw him interact with that person, I just thought… So, I fell in
love with him a long time ago. But I just love that in here, these other people have to dumb
down their talk and pretend they’re an average Joe. And him, he didn’t have to be careful of
what he was saying because it was all in here, his character, and his values. So he didn’t have
to go, “Oh, I might slip up,” because that’s how he is, is the impression why I liked him so much.
Rykken: It’s interesting with kids, just one final thought on that, that I really believe this age
group right now wants to get past the race animosity. I think they just don’t want to deal with it
entirely. I think their parents are still caught up in it. But, I really see that and I’ve told that to
other people, it’s been very different to watch that all fall. We try to keep a neutral stand at the
school. We don’t promote a candidate, but it’s been interesting to watch how people react to
him.

Sadie Garvin and Alex
Zank
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TINA BOISEN: Interviewed 16 JANUARY 2009
Paul Rykken: Okay, this is an interview being conducted
with Tina Boisen on January 16 of 2009, and this is part of
our project this year, which is focusing on the experience of
Native children in the integrated public school setting,
especially the experiences of the first generation of Native
students to attend the public schools in the city of Black
River Falls after the closure of the mission school in the
‘60s. The mission school was part of the county school
system at the time, but was closed along with many other rural
schools at the time due to consolidation. First, could you please
state your name and current position with the school district for
the record?

Tina Boisen and Alex
Zank pose for a picture.

Tina Boisen: Sure, my name is Tina Boisen, and my position is through Title 7, Federal Grant
Program, and my official title is Native American Student Services Specialist.
Rykken: And how long have you been in that position?
Boisen: Looking back, thinking 2004, 2005 I believe was the year I started. I had been in the
district a couple of years prior to that with the Nation.
Rykken: What were you doing prior to the current position?
Boisen: Well, I think it was two years working with the Ho Chunk Nation Education Department
in the Learning Center classified as a teacher. At the Middle School was primarily where I was
working. It was myself and Pam Wilbur and, remember Brad when he was over here? Yeah,
that’s about the time I was over there working with students.
Rykken: I guess to kind of get a context for this; could you give us some of your own personal
background, including where you were born, where you grew up, your educational background,
and anything else that might kind of help us understand how you came into this position?
Boisen: Okay. Actually I was born and raised in La Crosse. I said born and raised in La Crosse
but being fairly nomadic in my younger years my family was. I was raised by my father, who’s
Norwegian for the most part; I think some Danish, too. And non-Native, he and a stepmother
and I had some siblings along the way. I had one full brother that was Native, so there were two
of us in the household that were half Ho Chunk when we were growing up. The only time that
was ever acknowledged is kind of like a novelty-type thing more than anything. Somebody
would say, “Oh, are your kids Hawaiian or Hispanic?” “Oh, they’re Native American,” blah blah
blah, kind of like that. But other than that, the subject of being Native wasn’t ever talked about or
anything.
Rykken: Your mother, I’m assuming, was Native?
Boisen: Yes, my mother is full-blooded Ho Chunk. Her maiden name is that she’s Funmaker.
Rykken: Did you have a lot of contact with her growing up?
Boisen: Actually, none. I heard stories about what she was up to or why she wasn’t in my life.
They weren’t pleasant stories, to say the least. So, as a kid and growing up, my interpretation of
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Native people really truly was that I was afraid of them. So once in a while I’d get some car that
would pull up as I was walking down the street I remember as an elementary kid and it’s pretty
vivid, this car of Native people, and at the time I’d call them Indians. “There were a couple of
Indians following me,” you know. And I was scared to death. So that was…
Rykken: Now, do you know your mother?
Boisen: I do now. I met her when I was— well, I say I met her, although, I think I was with her for
a few months here and there as an infant, but it never worked out— that I claimed to have met
my mother when I was about 21. I had gone through a treatment facility, and she’d heard about
it, and we kind of connected, and from there, we’ve slowly but surely created this relationship,
and she’s actually the one that got me— I went and lived with her when I was in my years in
college, and it’s an experience that I’ll never forget.
Rykken: Does she live around Black River?
Boisen: She’s in the Dells right now.
Rykken: Let’s talk about your education then. You went to school in La Crosse, so you were not
with very many Native students?
Boisen: Nope. The ones that I do remember, I remember Blackcoon, and my brother who’s
since deceased, JD, he came in my freshman year. It’s funny, they all knew me, and now being
in the Native community and understanding the way that is, of course. They keep an eye on
everybody. And he knew me like I was his sister, which I was.
Rykken: So you went to La Crosse [something inaudible]?
Boisen: Yep.
Rykken: I believe you told me that before. So my assumption is that at this point in your life you
were not embracing Native identity very much?
Boisen: I would say probably not at all. The only thing I had was… I don’t remember anything in
high school, but in middle school was the first time I had ever experienced, that I can recall, a
racist comment. There was this particular boy teasing me, calling me a squaw and all kinds of
things.
Rykken: So then when you went to college, where did you go to college?
Boisen: I went to Steven’s Point. And then I went down to La Crosse.
Rykken: Is that right out of high school?
Boisen: Yep. First time, yes. It wasn’t success.
Rykken: When you went to Steven’s Point, while you were there, did you start to explore more
of your Native identity?
Boisen: Very much so, because that was a time when I was starting to get to know my mother. It
was almost like a culture shock, because I moved into my mother’s with a house full of my
relatives, and all Native. That’s who I lived with when I was going to point.
Rykken: Did you feel an acceptance there?
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Boisen: Oh yeah.
Rykken: Was it an uneasy acceptance or was it pretty natural for you to be there?
Boisen: The everyday things I felt accepted, but if there was a birthday, a baptism, or a meeting,
because my mother’s family is NAC, Native American Church, and that’s what I was introduced
to from the very get-go. When it came to those kinds of things, it was very uncomfortable and I
felt very out of place.
Rykken: At college, were you taking classes that forced you to start looking at this more, or was
it just associations you have there?
Boisen: Well, I had joined the Native club there, and then my aunt was a non-traditional student
there.
Rykken: What years are we talking about here?
Boisen: ’90. It was ’89 and ’90. And so I was living either with my mother, or I’d commute down
to Steven’s Point to where my aunt lived and there was a whole house full of us Natives there,
too. I mean, a serious house full. It was a whole different lifestyle than I had been used to, so we
kind of went to school together. So I felt safe with there with them.
Rykken: Your first round of schooling, you said, wasn’t that successful?
Boisen: No.
Rykken: Did you get something or grew before you went back?
Boisen: Once I had pulled up my bootstraps— I was working in an electronics factory… Mostly
working in an electronics factory.
Rykken: Where was that?
Boisen: In La Crosse. Deltronics.
Rykken: And you started then to, when you started again you went to La Crosse; UW-L?
Boisen: My very first time was at UW-La Crosse. And then my second time I started at UWSteven’s Point, and then I came back to La Crosse to finish.
Rykken: Okay. And what’s your degree in?
Boisen: I’ve got a BS in Geography, with a Biology minor, and actually my Geography minor has
an emphasis in computers; cartography.
Rykken: I didn’t know that. Okay, so that gives us a bit of a take on some of what you would
bring in to the job that you…with a really interesting set of skills.
Boisen: Yes. It’s kind of a conglomeration of things.
Rykken: So then I want to turn the interview a little bit now toward your perceptions of things
here. And I guess I want to just start off with this question: can you give us your best take on the
relationship between the school district and the Ho Chunk Nation?
Boisen: Okay.
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Rykken: If you can summarize that, it’s complicated.
Boisen: Given I’ve only been here in Black River for ten years, but that kind of gives some
perspective as to where my answer comes from. Initially, I didn’t see it. I didn’t see the friction. I
heard it from the Native perspective, because that’s the side of the community that I came into.
And then when I left the Nation, because I worked there for six years, when I left the Nation and
started working for the school district that was a whole other perspective on things. Putting them
together, I would say the relationship is… good from the school’s standpoint, that would be the
way I see it from the stories I’ve heard and from things that have been told, Native and nonNative, there has been a ton of progress. But that progress doesn’t always get seen from the
same perspective on both sides. So, as far as I’m concerned, I think it’s good as far as what the
school is doing, and that’s what I can see. There’s always room for more; always.
Rykken: I kind of get the sense for that, that the school’s perception is more rosy.
Boisen: Yes.
Rykken: And the Native perception are probably somewhere in the middle. It’s hard to… so with
this project, we’re trying to, as you know from talking, we’re trying to explore the experience that
kids were having initially when there was the first round of integration, I guess you can call it,
and that integration of Black River happened because of the closure of the school that was at
the Nation. So I guess, one of the things, based on what you know and based on your
conversations with people— and I know you know many people in the tribe— how much of the
current relationship, as you see it, do you think is history based? How much—
Boisen: Probably 80 percent.
Rykken: Okay. From the tribal point of view?
Boisen: Yes.
Rykken: You work a lot with parents.
Boisen: Mmm hmm.
Rykken: Does the current parent generation’s educational experience and background have a
lot of impact on the students?
Boisen: Absolutely.
Rykken: Okay, I’m just going to throw a couple numbers at you here. Let’s assume that the
current parents are roughly 37-55. We’re talking about high school kids’ parents. So they were
roughly born in 1952 to ’72. They would’ve graduated from high school if they finished school
probably from about 1970 to 1990.
Boisen: That’s about my generation graduating, yep.
Rykken: I know it’s hard to generalize, but we’re getting perceptions here. Do they give the
students primarily a negative perception based on their having a negative perception, or is it a
really mixed bag? Because their experiences, obviously, weren’t all the same, but what’s your
general view on that?
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Boisen: It’s kind of a difficult question for me to answer only because a lot of the students I work
with are the students that struggle. Not necessarily struggle academically, because I get a fair
amount of students that come into my office that struggle with a lot of things that may get in the
way of success at school. So, those kids that I deal with, I think more time than not, will have
parents that didn’t have pleasant experiences in the school. Not all the time, but I think
considering the group that I see most often in my job.
Rykken: That makes sense. Is the school to the parent that may not have had a pleasant
experience, back in the ‘60s, ‘70s, ‘80s, is the school an inviting place for them? Or do they feel
like it’s sort of a [inaudible] place?
Boisen: There seems to be something about it that is not inviting. I haven’t quite put my finger
on it. Occasionally, it will be their first step into the office. Sometimes it will be walking down the
hall. Sometimes it will be the voice on the phone. You know, there are so many things a person
can initially react to, and sometimes it’s policies, it’s so many rules and regulations and
strictness. And it seems they are not what they dominate.
Rykken: You saw the interviews with Larry Garvin.
Boisen: Yes, and Sadie.
Rykken: Obviously we’re not getting a big sample there. We’re getting the perspectives of two
people that were also trying to put it together with some perspectives from some other history
that we are gathering. What do you think the most difficult for Native students is when they
come into a school setting? And I’m talking about the current situation, because that’s really
what you’re… Is the challenge different from the one their parents faced, or is it sort of the same
thing? Haven’t we made enough progress? What do you see there? I know there are a lot of
things there.
Boisen: Yeah, there are. A couple things came to mind, the first one being I think part of the
challenge is similar between the two, kids today and kids then, and that’s the confidence; the
self-esteem and confidence and identity of being who you are: Native. I know there were so
many things going on in any country that we’re not positive, you know, anywhere from
assimilation to the social problems; poverty, alcoholism, and all those things take a toll obviously
on a person’s self-esteem and identity. I’m certainly not a counselor or anything, but I know
those things run in circles, and generations. It’s generational, and if those things don’t get taken
care of, they just keep coming until somebody decides to break that, and I think a big part of it is
the identity. I know in talking with some of my older relatives— and I was mistaken with my
mother. I thought she didn’t, when I first met her when I was 21, I thought she wasn’t telling me
things about… Why did they do this during a ceremony? What’s this? I thought she wasn’t
telling me because she didn’t want me to know because it was none of my business. Come to
find out a lot of things she didn’t know either. Her parents at the time they were growing up it
was serious assimilation, and some Native families chose to tell and some just went, for a lack
of a better word, white. I think she didn’t know.
Rykken: I guess I didn’t ask you this, but did you know your grandparents?
Boisen: I knew my grandmother. I lived with her for a while.
Rykken: Is she still living?
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Boisen: No.
Rykken: And she would’ve been in the generation, as you were saying, very serious
assimilation. Do you remember that, being visible to you through her? Did you see evidence of
that?
Boisen: No, I was too worried about doing the right thing and not doing the right thing when I
was living with her. It was all new to me.
Rykken: So the similarity is self-identity theme related.
Boisen: Yep. And there was another one too. I think there’s the intensity of the racism and the
prejudice and things that were going on not in this generation, but in the previous. That would’ve
been the difference between the two, because I don’t seriously think that that overt type of
racism happens. Yes, it’s more subtle. It’s more of an ignorant type of racism where the person
doesn’t even realize what they’re doing.
Rykken: So, where do you think the differences are in this current situation? What’s the different
challenge for them than their parents had?
Boisen: Umm…
Rykken: Anything particularly related to their Native identity or just the normal challenges that all
kids are facing right now?
Boisen: I think there’s more of an outward pressure by the Native community toward young kids
to learn who they are. You know, you’ve got all of the language classes; you’ve got the
immersion classes, you have all these things that are trying to teach these kids who they are.
And bless all of the people who are trying to do that, but I think success with that only comes
through the family. That’s my own personal opinion, but one of the only ways you’re going to be
able to keep that and retain it is it has to be in the family. You can teach language all you want,
but if you don’t use it every day, I don’t think it’s going to stick.
Rykken: Sure. How about… one of the things that we’ve noticed right away when we were doing
interviews with Sadie and Larry is that Black River in the 1960s was a very different place
economically and that a lot of what they were experiencing was related to their parents before.
So, there was a lot of a class issue. Is that still evident or has that changed a lot because of the
gaming? You know what I’m saying?
Boisen: Yeah.
Rykken: Are we in such a state of flux there that it is completely different worlds for your kids or
is that too broad a statement?
Boisen: Well, I don’t know… I just know that the gaming came fast and it came a lot. And there’s
no way, that as a people, you could possibly change internally or your thinking or your… and
you can’t change that about yourself that quick. Even though you have the money, you’re still
going to be who you are. So you’ve got a certain amount of however a person is that lives in… I
was fortunate, I didn’t— we definitely weren’t rich— but I’ve heard stories about kids that have,
and I still see it today, despite all that; despite the gaming. They do a drive every year for kids
so they can have hats, coats, mittens and whatever. I don’t know where the money goes, but
the kids still get their commodes and families get their commodes.
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Rykken: What are their commodes?
Boisen: It’s the Commodity Distribution Center. It’s a nice facility, but federal food comes in by
the semi-load. They are allowed once a month or something. But during the per cap month of
course nobody qualifies for it.
Rykken: What month is that, just out of curiosity?
Boisen: It’s quite early. In fact, I can’t wait. It’s February first.
Rykken: Four times a year.
Boisen: Yeah, and unfortunately, some of us live for that time to come, especially after
Christmas.
Rykken: And that just adds to the discussions we’ve had before another layer of complexity to
all of this, and I think you’re hitting on the main point when it became fast. You alluded to this a
little bit, but what’s your attitude about the language issue? Do you see language preservation
as primarily responsibility of the tribe? I know you the family, but do the students themselves
want the language, or does it something that has to be kind of taught?
Boisen: Speaking for Black River, I guess I can make a judgment on the kids in Black River. I
don’t know about the other school districts. There’s not a whole lot enthusiasm about it. That’s
my perception.
Rykken: From the kids?
Boisen: Yes. And I don’t think it’s that they don’t want to know; I think it’s the work that it would
take to do it is what keeps them from doing it.
Rykken: I always wonder if it’s a similar dynamic that people see in the world that as soon as my
parents want me to do something, or my grandparents, I might feel of being wasted on. There’s
kind of a natural dispute, or resistance. I don’t think that is anything personal or race related, but
I just wonder if it has a little bit of that kind of thing to it.
Boisen: I think to some degree they want to know, but the method that they’re going to learn it,
it’s got to be something they can engage in. Personally, I don’t think this type of ITV really cuts it
myself. But it’s a step into that into that direction, so I certainly wouldn’t want to stop it. I just
think they need face-to-face more.
Rykken: Do you think that, I guess to keep going down that road a little bit, but do you think…
you mentioned earlier that you think there’s been some progress in general with the education
of Native youth. Where do you see that progress? What way do you see that progress? Just
your feeling of it or is it in their performance?
Boisen: Progress over the long haul or progress since I’ve been here?
Rykken: Well either; either way. You’ve had a fair amount of time here, not a lot, but either way.
Boisen: Really I think the progress that I see in the kids since I’ve been here. We’re talking
English, Math, Science, and History. We’re talking about the basic core classes. And the one
that I’ve seen the most flux and change is Math. And I truly think it has everything to do with
what methods the district decides to use for learning. And what was it, connected math or
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something? They did one kind of math, and my daughter went through it, and she is a senior
now.
Rykken: Integrated? Or is it core? They call it core math? Well, whatever.
Boisen: Yeah, but anyway it didn’t do anything for her. She struggles with math skills today. I
think it’s mostly what works best for all students, as far as core learning.
Rykken: When you say that about math, are you saying that you see Native students struggle
more with math or that they’re improving?
Boisen: They struggled then and they’re improving now. And I also think that the Nation has a
grip on what type of math that the Native students do well with and that’s that cognitive
something, something, I don’t know. And they offered some of that to the district to look into it, I
don’t know if they’re going to, but apparently they’ve done studies on it and they’ve got a grant,
and the Native students do well with it, so I think success depends on how flexible the district is
with any student and their learning style. One mold does not fit all. And I think, race aside that
pertains to all kids. They just happen to be Native.
Rykken: Some of these questions are kind of… I know I’m asking you to answer some things
that you already partly know that—
First side of tape ends.
Rykken: Coming into school, is the attitude more that the school needs to change to adapt to
cultural style of the Native students, or is the message the kids get, “You need to adapt that,
because that’s the way we have for you to succeed?” Which message do you think is stronger?
Boisen: Which is stronger?
Rykken: Yeah. And I’m asking you this partly because I think there is a historical base for this.
I’m just going to interject a little bit on this question. My own grandmother was raised in a home
that spoke Norwegian. So she was the child of the immigrants. And she used to tell me that at
the school she went to had a recess. They would be punished for speaking Norwegian. And
they’d be punished by they wouldn’t get to go out for recess. She used to tell me this when she
was in her 80s. She still remembered. But, she didn’t say it was resentment, she explained to
me that her parents were determined that she was going to learn English. Because that was the
world that she was going to be living, and I always felt mixed feelings about that, because I was
trying to learn to speak Norwegian myself. I know this is kind of a thin connection for me to say
that I understand the Natives through this. It’s a little different, but it’s somewhat the same. So,
do you see, I guess what I’m saying is, do you see them pushing the notion that all the kids
need to adapt to their style so the kids could learn better?
Boisen: I think the kids come in with the perception that they need to adapt, and I think that the
Nation and people from education and their legislators are all of the perception of we need to
change the environment to adapt more to the students.
Rykken: What do you think?
Boisen: My perception is that school systems in general could come up with some kind of
adaptation that would be suitable for pretty much everybody. It seems almost impossible,
because the saying, “you can’t please everybody.” But, I think there are ways out there to be
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more open-minded so that it’s not offending to everybody. I really truly believe that there are
ways to do that. I don’t know what they are, but I think there are ways to do that so everybody
could walk in the door and feel welcome.
Rykken: So that kind of leads me to a question I want to get to here. This is one of those “wish
list” questions, but if you could change anything about the way we are doing things right now, as
far as Native students were concerned, what would you change? If you could kind of wave a
wand and fix something in the school system—
Boisen: District wide?
Rykken: Yeah. Or where you work specifically, which is more kind of high school, but district
wide is fine too, because I know you do…
Boisen: Yeah, I see.
Rykken: I mean, what would really help?
Boisen: Well, it’s something that would help Native students, but I think would help all students,
and that’s that whole-encompassing, some kind of style that would adapt to all kids. And if
you’re asking me about Native kids, it applies to the Native students to, and that’s for teachers,
administrators, bus drivers, coaches, custodians, everybody— anybody that contacts, in this
case, a Native student— and it’s a huge undertaking, but to teach people how to look at the
whole person, whether it’s a little bitty person in kindergarten or it’s a senior, because whoever
that person just came from when they stepped in the door is going to totally effect what goes on
from that point on, and I don’t think that gets taken into consideration, whether it’s Native
students or not. And I don’t know how to do that, or how we would do that, but I think educating
kids would be more successful if somehow we could assess those kids, and kind of tour or look
at them when they come in the door.
Rykken: So you’re talking more about being a little more adaptable to learning styles.
Boisen: Yes.
Rykken: And that may include a lot of things.
Boisen: Yes.
Rykken: How about a couple of other quick things too just from your perspective. Would you say
generally speaking the relationships between the Native students and the non-Native students
are pretty good?
Boisen: Yeah.
Rykken: Are there a lot of tensions there that you see?
Boisen: No; there are differences.
Rykken: Do Native students go to non-Native students’ houses and vice versa?
Boisen: A little bit.
Rykken: A little bit. That was one thing Sadie and Larry mentioned that did not happen when
they were going out to school.
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Boisen: Well, I don’t see non-Native kids going out to the Mission or Sandpillow; every once in a
while you’ll see some non-Natives out, but you know, the community building’s open. You can
bring anybody in there. So I see Native kids bringing non-Native friends.
Rykken: Nancy Lurie said to me that there was a seven-mile gap between Black River and the
Mission, but it could just as well have been 700 miles. I think I understand what she means. Yet,
when they come into this building it seems to be a fairly easy exchange that goes on with the
kids. I know that they often sit separately at lunch. They do a little, depending on where they sit,
self-segregating. It’s the exception to the rule if they are not doing that, probably. Do you think
that the staff is pretty savvy with working with Native students?
Boisen: The majority?
Rykken: Yeah. Or is it something that—
Boisen: No. No; I mean they’re not offensive or prejudice or whatever, but… I don’t know. It still
amazes me sometimes some of the questions I get, some of the really simple, basic questions
that I get. It’s like, “How long have you worked here?”
Rykken: Sure, okay. So there’s still a lot of room to grow there?
Boisen: I think a lot of progress has been made but there are still some really fundamental
things that I have a hard time believing some people don’t know. It doesn’t make me think what I
want to because if they’ve been there that long they would know.
Rykken: I read something recently about— I’m reading something in preparation for teaching
history that it’s hard for us to imagine the other person. It is very difficult for us to imagine what
another person has actually been through. This is just a universal problem for human beings. I
think that we see that in education all the time. It is difficult for us to understand where people
are coming from and all of that. Two other questions, one is I’m interested, because I don’t think
I’ve asked you this, how did students react to Barack Obama, the Native students. Is that a big
deal for them? Can you give me any perceptions on that?
Boisen: I think the students were for him. Native community, I’m not sure.
Rykken: I know I saw signs out at the mission, saw Obama signs.
Boisen: Either they were really for him, or they were really against him, just like anything.
Rykken: But do you think the kids held a sense of pride in that this was a man of color that was
being elected.
Boisen: Whether or not they’d admit it, probably not. But yeah, I don’t see how you could not. I
don’t know how you could not feel that being a minority of somebody with a darker skin color.
Rykken: My next question is that we have now learned through census data that they say in the
year 2042 the U.S. will be majority nonwhite. We’re going to go over that threshold, around that
time.
Boisen: That’s pretty exciting.
Rykken: Yeah, so these kids are going to live into that age. We’re going to be old, but they’re
going to be there. Where do you think this story will be thirty years from now? Will there still be a
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person in your position? Will we still be talking about this, or will this be something from the
history books? Do you see it going in a positive direction where we’re going to get a generation
of Native students go through a positive educational experience and then they’ll have children…
That’s just kind of an imagination question for you.
Boisen: Mmm hmm.
Rykken: Good one to end on.
Boisen: Yeah. I don’t know. I’d really have to think about that. I had a fleeting thought though
about what would be the best way to get these populations of students to mix best. By far the
extracurricular activities is the key. It is the key to blending races, whether you’re black or—
Rykken: What do you see in that? What’s your reason for saying that?
Boisen: Because they work together. They have to be a team. You have some kids that are not
into sports. So it would be good if the district, the high school to explore as many activities as
possible to tap into those students that are, say, not politicians or students that are not athletes.
Find something they like; pretty much anything that they can find a group of students and do it
together. That would be the best way to get those students of all different… to be together. But
unfortunately our system is a little backwards in that you can’t be in an extracurricular if you’re
struggling. Extracurricular gets you through those struggles.
Rykken: It’s a discussion that we’ve had. It’s interesting, too, because when we talked to Sadie
and particularly Larry, he eluded to the importance of that when he was going to school. I find
that interesting.
Boisen: It’s the neatest thing to see them out there together.
Rykken: And then there’s this community aspect of it, too, which is that I know that for the
Native community if there is a really good athlete, for example, it’s a really important thing. And
it draws a lot of them to come to the games.
Boisen: Yeah.
Rykken: But I think also the white community takes pride in any successful athlete.
Boisen: Yes they do. You can hear that sitting in the bench back there. There’s no
discrimination about anybody.
Rykken: As long as they’re good.
Boisen: Yes.
[Both laugh]
Rykken: And that’s interesting. And I guess we that in other minority groups around here. I’m
sure we’ve seen that certainly in our culture.
Boisen: I think that would be a huge key to blending and mixing the people together.
Rykken: Well, I thank you very much for the interview.
Boisen: You’re welcome.
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Rykken: It will become part of the permanent archive of Black River Falls history.
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NANCY LURIE: Interviewed in November and December of 2008
This transcription is a bit different than a typical one. This comes from an interview conducted
via e-mail. The questions posed to Ms. Lurie were as follows:

1. Briefly describe your background and your connection to the Ho Chunk people.
2. Do you have any personal memories of the public school at the mission? Did you
have the opportunity to know Emma Olson or others that were connected to the
school?
3. In the work that you did with the Ho Chunk people in BRF, what general
observations could you offer about their attitude toward education? What role, for
example, did the school play in the lives of the children?
4. We heard, for example, from one of our interviewees that the Ho Chunk language
was not allowed at the school (although it was clear that they “got around” that
requirement at times). Do you have any sense that the “language issue” was
important to the parents of school age children during the 1950s and 60s? Or, did
they view English as the language of acculturation into the wider world?
5. Do you recall any discussions about the closure of the school at the mission during
the years around 1962-63? (note: I recall hearing, for example, that Mitchell
Whiterabbit was a proponent of “integration” during these early years and I have
witnessed first-hand for 19 years the ongoing debate over the establishment of a
“tribal school” vs. working within the public school).
6. Do you recall any discussions with Ho Chunk people concerning the experiences of
the elder population (let’s say the parents of the 60s children) in boarding schools in
the region? Neillsville comes to mind and/or the Bethany School in Wittenberg. Was
this an experience that was shared openly with their children? If so, how did that
dynamic impact the “next generation” of school-aged children?
7. Finally, based on your experiences, what would have been the best approach to
education among the HoChunk people of that period (’50s, ’60s, and ’70s)? I know
that’s an incredibly subjective question, but you have such a unique vantage point.
Anything else you would care to share is great. Again, we’re under no time pressure
here (we’ll be completing this early phase of the project after Christmas and into the
spring of ’09, so whenever you are able to respond over the next several
weeks/months is great). Also, please feel free to modify the questions as you see fit.
This is a complex story at best.
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Dear Paul:
I’m enclosing a copy of “Two Dollars” as an answer (much more than needed) to the first item
on your questionnaire. I’m also going to include some questions for you to answer (since I
neglected to do so when I should have years ago!) that will enrich your study. Also, not being a
Ho Chunk respondent but an observer, my answers won’t follow the questionnaire format
exactly. Hope this is OK.
2. Personal memories. There are two things I should have found out but realize I never did: the
date the public 2-room schoolhouse opened at the Mission and whether it was built on what was
mission land or the old homestead that had become county property through tax default. I
suspect it must have opened about 1921 when the day/boarding school at the Mission, run by
the Evangelical & Reform Church (now United Church of Christ) closed with the establishment
of the boarding school at Neillsville and was built on county land. The building is still there but
the kitchen-dining room building between it and Mission Road burned down after serving as a
tribal office building for a number of years when the school was closed. I mention this because
somehow I contacted someone (I really don’t remember who and find nothing in my notes) in
1945, the year I graduated from UW-Madison, about finding a place to stay at the mission for a
couple weeks right after graduation (follow-up on my Door County first field work described in
“Two Dollars”) and I was allowed to stay in the dining room building as it had a kitchen and I
could set up a cot.
Someone from the school system gave me the key. I brought my bike for transportation (at that
time BRF was served by trains and that’s how I got there and could bring my bike). There was
an outside toilet and I got water from one of the community pumps that everyone depended on
for water. I don’t know if I used a kerosene lamp or if the school had electricity—I doubt it
because, as I recall, only the Mission had a Delco generator. It would be interesting to know if
the county provided free lunch for the kids at all rural schools or if some special arrangements
were made at the mission. Task for you. The school was not in session as it was summer
vacation time.
Now, what’s interesting is that the E. & R. Mission started a day school at the mission as its first
service to the community. I hope the BRF library has or can obtain a copy of Arthur V.
Casselman, The Winnebago Finds A Friend, Heidelberg Press, Philadelphia, 1944. Though it
self-servingly touts the work of the church and makes the Winnebago appear almost childishly
in awe of the white man’s superior knowledge it is a reliable history of the Mission (though
wrong in the preface p. xii about Paul Radin who never visited BRF) but it makes no mention of
the public 2-room school. Because some years the community was so scattered it was too hard
for kids to get to school on a daily basis, the day school morphed into a boarding school bout
1917 and in 1921 the boarding school at Neillsville was opened to Winnebago (as we still called
them) kids across the state. The Norwegian Lutheran Bethany Mission and school at Wittenberg
served Winnebago and neighboring tribes in the eastern part of the state. An intertribal federal
boarding school was established at Tomah—I’m not sure of the date and don’t have notes at
hand but it served a lot of Winnebago because of its location. Before WWII it was turned into an
Indian hospital and then closed. (It also may have served the V.A. complex in Tomah for a
while). I think the Tomah school must have begun in the later 1890s. Flora once commented to
me that she observed Neillsville was much stricter about not speaking Winnebago than had
been the case when she attended the fed-run Tomah school.
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I returned the following summer, 1946, for research on my MA thesis and the mission allowed
me to live in an empty tarpaper 1-room house it owned. Not sure if permission was from the
Rev. B. Stucki or John Stacy, lay preacher. I had made friends with the Stacys, particularly their
daughter Tillie, the previous summer. It was not until the spring semester of 1949, when I rented
a room from the Rev. and Mrs. Mitchell Whiterabbit at the present rectory (old rectory had
burned down, Stacys had moved to Greenwood) to do winter field work that I had a chance to
observe the school. I got to know Mrs. Olson and her sister. They were dedicated and really
loved the kids and Mrs. O. was clearly the Alpha teacher in charge. Both were typical ladies,
parochial in outlook and not aware of ethnocentrism, as is evident in Emma’s book.
3. I found the Ho-Chunk had developed pretty pragmatic attitudes toward education. The widely
scattered ho-Chunk families had long sent kids to small rural schoolhouses with white kids close
to where they lived. The one at the Mission at BRF was all Indian because of its location at the
major Ho-Chunk settlement around the Mission. It is important to realize that while BRF is now
the official administrative headquarters of the HCN, Ho-Chunk people live all over the central
part of the state from east to west. The idea was that a working knowledge of English, basic
literacy and arithmetic were tools to earn a living in a white world to negotiate and not get
cheated. When I first started working with the Ho-Chunk in the 1940s there were still some old
and not so old monolinguals although I doubt there was anyone who didn’t understand some
English. It was enough to have someone in the immediate family always available to deal with
the white world. It also didn’t seem to be the case that women were more likely to be denied
knowledge of English or access to available schooling. It was pretty much up to kids themselves
to decide. Some of the notable fully literate multi-linguals who served as interpreters were
women, such as Suzie Red Horn, the late Don Anwash’s mother.
Closing of the school had a number of negative affects on the Mission community. The school
was the only institution that served the whole community because everyone had a kid or
grandchild or some relative at the school. The school was the source of information from the
larger world and a clearing house or distribution center of local information. I believe it
functioned to maintain order as a communication center—you couldn’t get away with much
without everyone soon knowing it through the kids. The tribe was always federally recognized
but did not organize with an overall government under the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934
until 1962. While the mission could be depended upon to help any families and individuals in
need if called upon, and in the Depression and 1940s tried to establish a handcraft co-op, only a
few families were Christians. It took 20 years from the founding of the mission in 1878 until 1898
when the first converts, adults, were baptized, 3 or 4 people of two families—Stacys and
Lowes—who remained the backbone of the congregation for many years.
4. The kids might have been discouraged from speaking Winnebago in school but it certainly
was the play-ground language. As far as I know, no one really tried to teach the kids English
systematically but they were expected to “pick it up.” You could question Eliot or Sadie or others
about this—almost anyone their age and older at the mission went to the school. I asked one
friend, now about 70-72, how long it took her to feel comfortable in English and she said
promptly, “By the second grade.” I should also mention that while John Stacy regularly preached
in Winnebago and so did Mitchell at times, the mission assistants who taught Sunday school,
etc., like Mrs. Olsen and Mrs. Johnson, spoke no Winnebago so kids weren’t isolated from
English. Kids spoke Winnebago going to and from school and no one felt ill at ease or
inadequate if not fluent in English at the mission.
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The last questions have to be seen in the larger context of the whole HCN and the history of
Indian policy. The Wisconsin Ho-Chunk did not avail themselves of the opportunity to organize
under the IRA in 1934 but benefited from the John Collier administration of the Indian Bureau,
1934-1945, in the WPA housing project and having an agent, a Mr. Morin, who had an office I
believe in Tomah to go to with their individual Indian trust land homestead problems and get
what help they qualified for—the decisions up to Mr. Morin. After WWII when many of the crops
they depended on for wage labor were largely mechanized, especially the major cherry and
cranberry crops, they also faced a change in Indian policy—the awful 1950s era of termination,
relocation, and a general congressional effort to repudiate Collier’s philosophy of tribal survival
and “get the government out of the Indian business” and get rid of the “Indian problem” by
getting rid or the Indians. Administratively, if not physically.
The 1950s policy was sold to well meaning legislators, even liberals who knew nothing of Indian
affairs, in the language of Black Civil Rights movement just getting underway—desegregation,
integration, first class citizenship, reservations characterized as rural “ghettoes” etc. This struck
horror in the hearts of knowledgeable Indian leaders who knew they were not victims of
absentee landlords but stood to lose their only capital for potential economic development, their
land—the reservations.
This is the basis of criticism of Mitchell Whiterabbit for favoring “integration” and while he
doubtless was influenced by the temper and rhetoric of the times dominated by the Black
movement, he brought an Indian perspective for the Indians to have more say in local affairs.
For example, he studied court records and found that with Indians so often involved with the
law, no Indian had ever served on a jury in Jackson County. And he just thought the schools in
town had more to offer than the rural school but didn’t see the effects of busing, etc., as
threatening the Indian kids’ sense of identity and confidence by scattering them and making
them a minority among white kids but unable to participate in after school activities and form
friendships because of busing.
The Wisconsin Ho-Chunk had no reservation and were virtually landless so termination was no
big threat as it was to virtually every other tribe, but relocation offered work if one was willing to
move. It was at this time that the veteran generation felt the problems of trying to get on in a
white world and began using English with their kids, aided by living in cities and the introduction
of TV into homes across the land. Some even saw speaking Ho-Chunk as a liability. There also
was a growing recognition of the need for at least high school diplomas. A few individuals
managed to get higher education because of special circumstances, usually mission influence
to educate promising kids with the idea that they would become missionaries to their people.
Mitchell Whiterabbit was a case in point.
The only official organizations the tribe had was a veterans organization formed after WWII that
also became the nucleus of the Claims Committee to pursue the tribe’s claim, in common with
the Nebraska branch before the U.S. Indian Claim Commission (I can provide references about
this if wanted) established in 1946 with hearings beginning in 1951. Nebraska had long had an
IRA government but the Wisconsin folks had to create a special committee because it lack tribal
officers to work with the Nebraska tribal government.
Indians across the country were suffering and desperate in the 1950s. A major response was
the American Indian Chicago Conference of 1961—now practically forgotten because when
tribes and individual Indians were enabled to get together and compare notes they discovered
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they were pretty much in agreement. AICC just gave them the opportunity to find out their
common ground and a platform to present the ideas to the Kennedy administration—they
wanted a better standard of living, control over their own affairs, and to remain identifiably
Indian. So, The Declaration of Indian Purpose that came out of the AICC was a generally
accepted statement of consensus they already held then and now. The Ho-Chunk were
particularly active in AICC and Helen Miner Miller was elected as a Midwest rep. to the general
Steering Committee. With AICC as a model to organize, her bi-linguality, advanced education (a
teacher in a Chicago suburb of Business subjects—she had been “discovered” and helped early
in her career by the Wittenberg mission people) and knowledge of her people she attracted
volunteers to the Acting Wisconsin Winnebago Business Committee representative of the major
settlements and three religious persuasions. That’s a long story but the upshot is that it was the
foundation of the tribal government under an IRA Constitution established in 1962s still in effect
with revisions as needed over time.
While it was still only the Acting WWBC, they obtained a research grant from the Social Security
Administration to conduct a survey and set priorities of problems to deal with: Housing,
Education, Health, Economic Development. For a number of years after 1962 they held
education conferences over several days at UWLaX and elsewhere with speakers, counseling,
etc. to encourage kids to finish high school and get college or advanced technical training. By
this time Philleo Nash was Commissioner of Indian Affairs who coincidently was well acquainted
with the Ho-Chunk through the family cranberry business in Wis. Rapids. In fact, there was a
BIG issue whether the Wisconsin Winnebago could organize under IRA and Nash helped
smooth that path, got the old public school at the mission remodeled into a tribal meeting and
recreational place and got housing projects started at the Mission and other Ho-Chunk
settlements. It wasn’t easy—Nash responded nobly but had to be informed of particulars (where
the survey helped).
I’ve tended to blend your questions 4-5-6 with the broader picture. As to language and schooling
generally in regard to question 7, again we have to look at the Ho-Chunk in comparison to other
tribes particularly in Wisconsin. The Ho-Chunk maintained their language much better than any
other tribe in the state and were always rather critical of other tribes. The fact that they did not
have a reservation where they could be watched and controlled in one place had meant mission
efforts were diffuse and while they got little help from the federal government, they were left to
their own devices to pick and choose and adapt what they wanted from white culture.
Organizing under IRA to qualify for more government help also brought more government
oversight, but help was essential because the old self-sufficient itinerant economic patterns
were not longer practicable. For one thing, educational grants were only available to students
living on tribal trust land—not official, just the way it was done to keep costs down. At the first
government I happened to be sitting next to the Superintendent—I think his name was Reilly—
from Ashland. Philleo announced after hearing about the need for education that any enrolled
Winnebago student in Wisconsin who qualified was eligible for educational help. I thought the
Supt. was going to have apoplexy—they had been able to ignore the Winnebago all those
years.
In specific regard to question 7, after all this tribal unity and progress, it nearly got totally undone
by Johnson’s Office of Economic Opportunity by 1965-1966. His “War on Poverty” worked well
for urban poor and some rural groups but Philleo had clashed with Johnson’s people on Indians’
special needs and resigned. A shame because there was real potential but the problem was not
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with OEO but the local administrators who did not see how to adapt it to groups like the HoChunk who had already taken all the initial required “grass-roots” steps in their own way. The
local administration insisted they start over and do it according to the rules as they understood
them and answer to the OEO authorities no the tribal government. AND, this marked the
beginning of internal dissension still plaguing the Ho-Chunk. Again, a long story that I’ve just
touched on.
So, I’ll subside. Feel free to email, write, or call if you have other questions and to share this
with any Ho-Chunk people. They are the experts and can spot fallacies in my recollections and
reasoning or assure you where I’m on the mark.
Best regards,
Nancy

NOTE FROM THE PROJECT
ADVISOR CONCERNING NANCY
LURIE
The information provided by Ms. Lurie
for this project is only one of several
contributions she has made to the work
of our history efforts at BRFHS. We
are deeply grateful for her willingness
to so freely share her expertise. She is
truly one of a kind.

Pictured here is Nancy Lurie at a
previous interview at the BRFHS
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PAUL S RYKKEN: INTERVIEWED 21 JANUARY 2009
Alex Zank: So, where were you born?
Paul Rykken: I should start by stating my name and age, I
think. I am Paul Rykken and I am age 51. And I was born
in a little town in North Dakota up near the Canadian
border called Kandu, which is actually the name of the
town. It’s a very small town. You can walk from one end to
the other in about five minutes. And I lived there until I was
just about five, and then my family moved to Black River
Falls, Wisconsin. So that was a huge move. It was like the
Pictured above is Paul Rykken,
other side of the world. And we moved here in January of
Falls History Project Advisor
1962. We moved into Wisconsin on, I believe, one of the
and an interviewee this year as
coldest days on record in the state of Wisconsin. That’s
well.
something that my parents always talked about. It was
quite an experience. Let me just run that out a bit. We lived here then for 10 years, so from the
age of 5 to 15, and when I was 15, we moved back to North Dakota, back to the Fargo area,
which is where I ended up going to three quarters of my high school. I graduated there, then I
went to college in that area out there in Moorhead Minnesota, which is just across the river from
Fargo. I went to Concordia College, majoring in History and Political Science and graduated
from there in 1979 and started teaching in the fall of ’79. And I taught for a year in Appleton,
Minnesota, which is near the South Dakota border. It is a very small town. My second year of
teaching I ended up teaching at West Fargo High School, which is one of several high schools
in that area. It was a bigger school, and I was there for 10 years. I came back to Black River
Falls in 1990; in August of 1990. We moved to Black River on the day that Saddam Hussein
invaded Kuwait. I remember that, it was August 2 1990, because we were listening to the news
all the way down the interstate. I knew that was going to be a problem, which it turned out to be.
So anyway, I have been here since the fall of 1990.
Zank: When you were living here, how many years did you attend school?
Rykken: I went from kindergarten through grade 9. I went part way into my 10th grade year, but
then we moved.
Zank: During that time, were the Native American students already integrated?
Rykken: The interesting thing for me, and obviously with this project, is that my class— well let
me back up a minute. I should say something about my father. My father is 84 years old, he was
born in 1924. He was born on an Indian Mission. He was born on the Bethany Mission in
Wittenberg, Wisconsin. His father was a missionary there; a teacher. And so his, literally his
youngest playmates, his babysitters, the people that he knew first in his life were Native
American people. They were many of them Ho Chunk because the Wattenberg area has a
substantial Ho Chunk population. And there were also Oneida Indians at that mission. That
mission was under the Norwegian Lutheran Church, and it was considered—
Brian Jensen: [walking in] I’ll be back in 15.
Rykken: That’s good. That’s fine. I better stop this and go check with him—
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Rykken: Okay, I’m back. We were talking about the Bethany Mission. The thing that’s interesting
about the Bethany Mission is that I am now working with students whose grandparents and
great-grandparents were there, some of whom were students of my grandfather, which is a very
interesting and kind of weird circle. So, anyway, I needed to put that in there because it explains
a lot about my father coming back to Wisconsin and some of his interests. What I wanted to
attach to that, a little story, is that when we came to Black River— I was five; I don’t think I was
quite five— one of the very first places that he took me, and it’s a vivid memory that I have, was
to the Mission School out at this mission, which I now know was in its last months of operation,
because this was January ’62. I think it either closed that spring or in the spring after. It was in
its last— it was either in its last few months or its last year of operation. And so I actually met
Emma Olson, who has been mentioned by Larry Garvin. And I will never forget, it’s etched in my
memory. We went into that school building and we were visiting a kindergarten class, it was
probably all a bunch of elementary, but I remember for some reason it was kindergarten. And I
was the only white person in the room, and that was quite a revelation for me at age five. I had
never experienced that before. I remember looking around at all these kids, and of course I
played with the kids. Kids just do what kids do. And we were there for a few hours, and then we
left. And he never said a lot to me about that, until years later we were talking about that, and he
told me he thought it was important that I see that school. So I don’t know what was going on
there, it was kind of interesting from his point of view. He’s a bit of a history guy too, so maybe
he was thinking that way. But anyway, that’s when I ended up here; 1962. And then I started
school in the fall of 1962.
Zank: Alright. So, you were with them your whole high school year, or middle school, you were
with the Native American students?
Rykken: Yeah, I did start school literally with kids that I went through nine whole years of school
with. And they were again, along with this project, they were really the first integrated group in
this school district, which is very interesting, and I’ll mention one other thing really quickly. I
know now that there was quite a bit of debate that went on at that time about all of this that was
happening. And there was a man out there who was a pastor there at the mission. His name
was Mitchell Whiterabbit, and actually Forrest Whiterabbit is his grandson. And Mitchell
Whiterabbit was a very respected, renowned leader in the tribe. He had been a World War II
veteran; he had come back and served here. And he was a strong proponent of integration. He
felt it was important that Native students be integrated with the non-Native students and it’s a
very interesting thing, because it kind of connected to some of the history that was going on in
the country at that time, there was the Civil Rights movement, and it was a little bit of that there,
too.
Zank: Do you think then there were some people in the tribe that didn’t want to be integrated?
Rykken: Well, you know, I don’t know that. I haven’t heard evidence of that. I do think from
talking to Nancy Lurie, that there was definitely a sadness surrounding the closing of that
school. I think the school, which was actually a county school under the Black River School
District, but it was at the mission, at that time they were consolidating schools and saying,
“We’re closing a lot of the country schools.” And I’ve often wondered what would have
happened if they had kept that school open. It’s kind of interesting to think about that, because
of course now the Ho Chunk people are close to opening up a Montessori school out at the
mission. A Montessori school is a particular kind of elementary school that uses a very more
nontraditional form of education and they’re quite prominent around the country, but it’s
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interesting that they seem to want, or desire now, to have a school there; at least an elementary
school. That seems to be the talk.
Zank: During the first few years of school, how do you think the Native American children had
adjusted to being integrated?
Rykken: Yeah, here’s the interesting thing. I think, and I’m trying to remember accurately from
when you’re in elementary school, it’s not really easy to do, but what I remember vividly is that
many of the Native students appeared to be really poor, and we knew that. Now, I don’t think
any of us were terribly well-off. Black River was pretty… I think our county is fifth from the
bottom in the state in socioeconomic level. And back in the early ’60s it may have even been
more so than that. But I remember that it was kind of common knowledge that they were poor.
And I remember that the kids sometime came to school and weren’t in necessarily the nicest
clothes, and maybe didn’t have some of the other things that other kids had. So there was sort
of an obvious, kind of like almost a class difference there. I remember that. I do remember
vividly that there was quite a bit of teasing that went on. And I remember, for example, and
again I’ve got bits and pieces of memories, but I remember one time when we were in the hall,
this would be at what now is known as Union Place, which that’s where I went to elementary
school, and we were in the hall and we were getting a drink. It was on a break or something.
And one of the Native students was at the fountain and no one would go and drink at the
fountain after they had been there. And it was really obvious, and I remember that for whatever
reason I did. This was my upbringing, I guess, or whatever from that time period. But I
remember that. I remember that the girls would be called squaw. That was kind of common.
Kids would pass around their germs; I don’t know if you ever remember any of that happening in
elementary school. You know how kids would sort of be fooling around. So there was some
behavior that was very demeaning to the Native kids. How much it was bothering them, I really
don’t know. And it did go, it also went both ways a little bit. There was a normal amount of
playground antics that went on and some bullying, and I remember kids talking about, “let’s play
cowboys and Indians,” and some of this. I mean, this was the early ’60s, it was a really
somewhat different time than now that way. But I remember that it bothered me. I remember
that even as a kid; and I think that there were kids that were, depending on how you were being
brought up, but if you were coming out of a home where that really wasn’t acceptable, and I
don’t know why that wasn’t acceptable in my home. I don’t ever remember my parents ever
telling me that. But I guess it just must’ve been in my brain that that wasn’t right. And
consequently, I think there were some good friendships that developed between kids, because I
think kids… kids are kids. They, if a guy was a good kickball player it didn’t matter if he was
white or brown. You wanted him on your team, and that was important. And that type of thing. I
do think that that changed as we got older, and I saw changes occur in what we then called
junior high school. You call it middle school now. I’ll give you two quick anecdotes on that. I
believe when I was in eighth grade the kids formed an Indian club at school. And when I think
about that now, that would be about the late ’60s, and it was a time— I’m sure that the
motivation was to help the kids form a stronger identity among themselves. And I remember that
that created some kind of division between Native and non-Native. Because I remember some
of the non-Native kids, I don’t know if they resented that or if it was just kind of a… they kind of
looked at them and go, “Well, why are they doing that?” You know, “Why do they need that?”
That kind of thing. I also remember a terrible incident when I was in eighth grade, and it
happened in a classroom. And I won’t ever forget it; it was pretty nasty. I had a friend of mine, a
Native boy that was definitely one of my good friends at that time. We were, I think, I can’t even
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remember exactly what class it was. I remember the teacher, and I don’t want to… I don’t want
to say the name of the teacher. But we were handing in an assignment. And this guy didn’t have
his assignment done, this Native boy. And the teacher for some reason got really angry with
him. And one of the things that was said in the exchange that went on—and this young boy was
not a trouble maker at all. He was not. I don’t remember him ever really being in trouble at
school. But this teacher really went off on him, and in front of the class said, “You’re nothing but
a lazy…[implies a racial slur]” I remember that. I’ll never forget that. We were all just stunned;
we were all in eighth grade and he was a friend of ours. And there were two or three of us in the
class, and I vividly remember, went right from the class, right to Guidance Counselor at the
school and recorded what happened. And we were very upset. And the kid was just crushed.
And it was really… it was really ugly. And that type of thing, I never saw racism that overt in
school, expect for that one incident. Now, were other things going on that I wasn’t seeing? I’m
sure they were, but I just don’t know that.
Zank: Besides that one teacher, did you see any other kind of mistreatment from any other
teachers to the Native students?
Rykken: I really didn’t. And I think that, you know, I think the teachers then were, I’m going to
sound really old right now, it seemed like they were stricter. We didn’t get by with much. They
really had iron discipline. They were still at that time and they were— they could be physical
with students. There was physical punishment that would happen, and that was acceptable,
which today it wouldn’t be. So I think they were kind of hard on all of us, including the Native
kids. I mean, I’m sure everybody was, I feel like we were all kind of under the gun, but on the
other hand, I wasn’t looking at the world from where they were, so I probably wasn’t seeing the
same things. I think that a lot of the teachers tried really hard to do their best. I did talk, I had a
very interesting conversation recently with of all people my first grade teacher who’s still living.
She’s 94 years old. Her name’s Josephine Larkin. I went up to visit her, she was up at one of
the nursing homes here, and I said I had her in first grade and I talked with her about a lot of
things. We just kind of rambled around for a half hour. It was a really fun conversation, but I
talked about learning to read and what was that like. I remember I got onto the subject about the
Native students coming to the school system, because it would’ve been right at that time, and
she said something very interesting to me. She said that she was concerned about how little
they had. And it bothered her; apparently, she had a little, one of the little boys was hard to
handle. Kind of tough for discipline. And her husband, who was the sheriff at the time, took her
and drove her out to the mission and drove her around out there and said, “You need to see
where these kids are going home. You need to see the conditions here.” And the interesting
thing about that, and she said that to me in a way that that was kind of eye-opening for her. I
bring it up to you, Alex, because I think a lot of people in Black River had never been to the
mission. I’m sure there are still some people that have never been to the mission. The mission
today looks considerably different than in the 1960s. In the 1960s, it was quite primitive. There
were people that were still living in pretty humble circumstances out there. And we got some—
when we interviewed Sadie Garvin, she talked about that. And that is my memory of it. I
remember, because we were out there, I was out there on a number of occasions, and I can
remember that it was always a little eye-opening, it was kind of a different world. So these kids
were coming from a different time, and that’s what makes the whole gaming situation so
interesting now. Anyway, so… I don’t know where we got onto that topic.
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Zank: Alright, so while staying here at the school, did you make any close friendships with the
Native American students at all?
Rykken: I actually did. And I had; I think the biggest reason for that was through sports. I played
sports with Tracy Thundercloud, who now is a personnel director out at the Ho Chunk Nation,
and Randy Blackdeer. Randy’s still around, I see him. We’re the same age. Jimmy Funmaker
was a guy that I played a lot of basketball with. Stuart Taylor was a kid that we hung out
together. Pam Snowball was an acquaintance during those years and I see her now and again.
So there were several friendships, now interestingly, those friendships were a little bit different
from friendships I had with white kids. In that, I guess I have to be honest with you, I’d say that
we really didn’t go to each other’s houses much. I don’t know why, though. I can’t tell you why;
we were just living in different little locales I guess, kind of. Although Traci Thundercloud, I
believe, lived in town. I remember being with him around town. But I do think there was a little
hesitancy on the part of the kids to do that. And I don’t know if that’s still true or not. My hunch is
that it’s probably still somewhat the case.
Zank: Somewhat, yeah. So, as your school career went on, do you think it was a little easier for
the white and Native students to get along?
Rykken: I’m not sure about that. I really don’t know. You know, I left back in my ninth grade
year, and at the time I left, this is my memory, it was a little bit of tension that was brewing, and I
just think it had to do with a raising awareness. I remember, for example, one quick incident, in
junior high we had an assembly. That was kind of common then that we’d have; they’d bring in
different things for an assembly. And they brought in a folk singer named Floyd Westerman.
And Floyd Westerman is a Native singer and he’s a very interesting guy. He’s had a career; he’s
been in Hollywood movies and everything else. He’s… anyways, he came in and he was down
at the old gym that is now third street elementary, and he, he sang some tough songs about
how Native people had been mistreated in American history. Of course we were in junior high.
And I remember that that created a big stir. That really got people upset; that got teachers
upset. It got… my memory is that it even got members in the community upset that this was…
well, they weren’t really geared up for Floyd Westerman to come in and start stirring a pot like
that, and it was just interesting, and I remember that vividly that at that time there was a raising
of awareness, I think, by Native students about their background and about some of the history.
I think it was starting to happen. This would’ve been the late ’60s, early ’70s. And of course that
was near the time of the AIM movement, the American Indian Movement, which kind of comes
on and feels of the Civil Rights movement. So it’s kind of… and then I left. And interestingly
enough we went out to North Dakota, and that was just before— I was in high school at the time
of the Wounded Knee incident in 1973, which was in South Dakota and that was big news out in
that area. That was huge; the FBI went into [inaudible], and the whole story with Russell Means,
and Leonard Peltier and these names. And this was big, and this was 1973, so then by that time
I was in high school, and I was out in different parts, so I’m not sure what was going on at that
time.
Zank: So, in the history classes that you took here, did they teach about the Native American
culture at all or was it more of like a traditional…
Rykken: You know, the only thing that I remember; and again, I wasn’t here after ninth grade,
but I really only remember studying much of that back in fourth grade when they did Wisconsin
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history. I remember that. Other than that, you know, I don’t really remember that there was
much of anything.
Zank: In the community as a whole of Black River Falls, how did they view the integration of the
schools when you were here?
Rykken: I don’t really remember that it was talked about among people that I was around very
much. I think it was expected to be kind of normal. I went to fourth grade over at Gebhardt. And
Gebhardt was known, this I do remember, Gebhardt was known in the community as an “Indian
school” because most of the Native students kind of came into it; public school into Gebhardt.
Zank: Because of where they lived?
Rykken: Because of where they lived, yeah. And so Gebhardt had this reputation, and I spent
fourth grade over there and it was interesting. The east side of Black River at that time, the area
we call Brockway, had a very tough reputation at that time. It doesn’t now so much, it’s changed
a lot. But it was kind of… the east side was considered poor. Kind of rougher. So of course
Gebhardt school’s there, and it was interesting. I remember when I was in fourth grade I went
home with a student after school one day and they had a dirt floor in there house. This was in
the 1960s. I remember just being kind of stunned by that. That was… this was a non-Native
person. So it was… you kind of had that weird mixture. So, the community, I don’t know what
the buzz was out in the community. I’m not sure that anybody talked about it so much. I don’t
think they thought about it too much.
Zank: I know you weren’t here when your class graduated, but how much do you think
estimated, what was the percentage of Native students that made it all the way to graduation?
Rykken: I don’t know that. And the only thing that I do know is that when I look back at annuals,
and a lot of kids that I remember are not seen or are in there. So I have a feeling that there was
a fairly significant dropout rate. I think we could find that out. But I don’t know that for sure.
Zank: Why do you think that is? So many would drop out?
Rykken: I’m sure it was related to a multitude of reasons. You know, everything ranges from a
lack of skills based on what had happened in their earlier education, probably a feeling among
many of them that they didn’t really fit into the school. I don’t know that there was any huge
attempt at making them feel welcome. I’m sure there were thing that were going on but I’m not
sure it was extensive. So there’s just… I don’t know if you can pin down one reason why that
would’ve occurred. One of the things that we’re trying to explore in the project, of course, as you
know, is how attitudes of prior generations effect the current school children. And, of course, as
you go back in the history of the Ho Chunk people or… take your pick among the Native groups
of Wisconsin, they are still recovering from educational practices that have made—
Other side of tape begins
Rykken: schools. Very negative; very negative. There is a lot of research to be done on that
right now. That’s a huge area you can research. The school that my dad was born— or the
mission that he was born on was being run by the church. There seems to be evidence that
those were somewhat better in that there was perhaps more regard for Native culture. My
grandfather, for example, attempted to learn some of the language. I also know of him that he
went to the homes, which in some cases were wigwams. People were living in traditional— and
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he would go to their homes and be there. That was an important thing. I think there was a, I
read things that he wrote, and there was certainly a regard for their culture. Now, were these
white informers church people trying to Christianize them? They certainly were. That was
certainly their… but it gets a little complex. But the parent generations, the grandparent
generations, if they had had a negative educational experience, I can’t believe that that was
helpful to their children, because they were— I think it would be likely that would come across
as, “That’s the white world.” So I think the kids would, that’s a big thing to overcome. It takes
time.
Zank: The rest of the questions that I have are about present day.
Rykken: Sure.
Zank: Did you want to cover anything else before I ask them?
Rykken: No, I think that was good.
Zank: Okay, so how good of a job do you think we are embracing Native American culture in our
school?
Rykken: Okay, we are trying to do I think more than we were certainly doing before. When I
came, I came right at the time of something called Act 31. I’ll explain that in just a minute. My
college education and my background, I had had Native American studies and Native American
history. One of the reasons I was hired here was because of that. There were things happening
here, and they wanted to bring people in that were a little more versed. Act 31 was passed by
the state legislature of Wisconsin in the early ’90s, and it mandated the teaching of Native
American history and culture at various grade levels. And so, in reality, school systems in
Wisconsin, public school systems, are under Act 31, and they need to do it. It’s by law. Now, do
they do it? That’s a big question. And there’s never been significant follow-up, I don’t think, and
enforcement of Act Thirty-One. So, which brings me to this. It really does depend on the School
District. It really does depend on individuals within the district that are committed to it. I believe
there have been good examples of white-Native relationships back for decades, and every
generation can find people that worked on common ground. But it’s very complicated, and for
example, we don’t have any Native American teachers in our district except, to my knowledge,
except Tina Boisen right now. And the biggest single factor that could change a lot of this would
be if we had more Native American teachers, because that would just, that would change the
landscape in a hurry. And so there are initiatives, there are efforts out there to get kids, to get
young people involved and ongoing teaching and all that. What’s happening though, I think in
the tribes right now, like in the Ho Chunk tribe, the kids are really drawn to other areas. They’re
drawn to law, I think, and they’re drawn to medicine. And so you’ve got these young, Native
people that are being— they’re highly-educated people, but I’m not sure that that many are
going into teaching. That I don’t know for sure, but that’s just kind of my anecdotal evidence
dealing here at Black River High School. We have a fifteen too twenty percent Native
population. We are doing more now than we were when I came. And I’m not saying it’s because
of me; I’m saying because it’s just the natural evolution, I think. So we’ve gotten better, but we
still have a long way to go. There probably isn’t any doubt about it.
Zank: How good of a job do you think we do teaching the culture to everyone in our school.
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Rykken: I think that part… That’s where it can get really tricky. We bring some cultural
awareness in, I think, in various places in the school throughout the year. And of course we
have an Awareness Week where there’s an emphasis on it. I’m not completely sold on that, and
the reason I say that is I’m not sure that when you designate a week for something, that it sort of
gives a little bit of the wrong idea. That, okay for one week, we’re going to kind of focus in on
this, and the rest of the time it doesn’t really matter… You know, we’re going to have this
awareness for a week or a month. And realistically, it should be native awareness all the time.
Just like it should be other cultural awareness, I mean you need to be broader in your thinking
on that. There are some areas in Native culture that it’s— we really can’t touch. When we get
into, for example, areas or anything related to religion, we really don’t have the knowledge, we
don’t have the understanding, nor do I think it would be right for us to do that. So cultural is
tricky, and the one way to do it of course is to bring Native people in to talk about traditions and
customs, food, language, dance. You know, these things that are earmarks of their culture; it
really needs to come from them. That’s why I say it would be wonderful if we had more on staff.
The history part I think we’re better at than we used to be. I think we’ve raised a lot of
awareness on that. I try to do quite a bit of work with understanding of tribal government in my
American Politics class. I try to make sure that kids see and understand sovereignty, and they
understand that the Ho Chunk have their own government, a little bit about the framework of
that government, how it relates to gaming; you know, these kinds of things. I think that’s really
important that we do that, because of this community.
Zank: We talked about Native American Awareness Week. How do you think, as a teacher’s
perspective, the student or even the staff body react to that?
Rykken: It seems better than it used to be. There was a time in the ’90s when I first got here,
there was a lot of resentment for that. There was kind of a backlash. Every year I would have
students come up to me saying, “We should have a White Awareness Week,” and that kind of
thing. And you can kind of, on the one hand I kind of don’t mind the open agitation because it
gives you a chance to discuss what they’re saying. The kind of silent, burning anger bothers me
more, because kids aren’t saying anything, and you can’t do anything about it. It seems now to
me that we’ve just gotten better at accepting. I think the kids are, maybe I’m a little bit optimistic
here, but I think your generation thinks less about race than mine did, and I think mine was
different from the prior generation. I think there’s a natural evolution. I think the fact that we just
elected a man of color to be our president is almost unbelievable to me. I don’t know if it is to
your generation; I think you guys have a different take on all that. So I think the relationships
now are more natural; they seem less contentious. But I still think there’s a division there.
Zank: So what do you think could be done to prove the overall situation?
Rykken: More Native staff. I’ve said that. I think that would be the key. I think just a more
conscious effort by teachers in all areas, not just Social Studies. That’s one thing I’ve always
kind of resented a little bit. It’s supposed to all kind of fall on social studies to do this. And that
doesn’t make sense, really. You can’t do it that way; it has to be integrated throughout. And I do
think we’re better at that now, too. I think there’s more of an awareness of literature, music,
cultural expressions. Even something as simple as making fry bread in school; even something
like that is good. Anything that is just kind of simple and you can enjoy together. So I think
greater awareness, greater effort, keep a good commitment going. I think young teachers
coming in need a lot of help understanding this. I don’t think they come into Black River Falls
and understand necessarily what they’re getting into on this subject. I think when you’re here for
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a number of years, I’ve been here for nineteen years, you learn very quickly that this is quite
important. And if you don’t understand it you’re going to have some problems along the way.
You know one thing that I’m always reminded of is that something that Roger Sands said to me
one time. Roger Sands was the principal that was here when I was hired. He had done a fair
amount of work in this area along with a fine lady named Charity Thunder who worked here at
that time also. She was in the position that Tina Boisen is in now. And Roger told me one time
that the work that you do in this area, you may never see a result of that work. It may occur
twenty-five years later. And he said you could be long retired by then. Which I didn’t quite get
what he meant then, but I do now. You aren’t going to see just immediate change. We have to
have a generation of Native students go through the school system and have a positive
experience, and then have children that go through the system. It’s going to take time.
Zank: A lot of time.
Rykken: It’s going to take time. Native people lost so many things beginning with the first
European incursions in North America. They lost a lot, including people. The numbers of people
killed are unbelievable. And we’re still healing from that, and that’s going to take more time. It’s
going to take another generations, two generations, I don’t know how long. I won’t be around.
So, that part of it is frustrating in some ways because you can’t— you’d like to see the change
and the world would be a better place, but it’s going to take more time than that.
Zank: Do you have anything else you want to add?
Rykken: I don’t think so, I just think… I just want to make a quick comment about the project. I
think the work that we are trying to do with the project is the right thing to do. I think it’s a very
small start of something that we can expand on in later years. I think in ten years from now we
can be proud of being involved in this. We’ll see; we’ll see where it goes. We definitely need to
get more voices in from the Native community, and we’re going to do that, and it’s going to take
time. But we’ve got to get it started. I think that is what this thing is about. Hopefully we’re
making the right steps. And you’ve got some work cut out for you in the next few months to put
all of this together, but it should be an interesting project by the time it’s done.
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