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THE INCREDIBLE
SHRINKING STATE

How Wisconsin lost land to its neighbors before statehood

Chris Foran Milwaukee Journal Sentinel | USA TODAY NETWORK — WISCONSIN

efore it was a state, Wisconsin was a lot bigger. « How much bigger? How does

Chicago, Wisconsin, sound? Or those other not-quite Badger State cities — St.

Paul, Duluth, Marquette? @ Why is the Badger State a shadow of its original self?

And why didn’t the state’s leaders do something about it? e That’s what a reader
asked What the Wisconsin? — the place at the Journal Sentinel where experts are ready to
take on questions large and small about our state, our communities and the people in them.
e Or, as the reader put it: How did Wisconsin leaders at the time allow the Wisconsin territo-
ry to lose land to Illinois, Michigan AND Minnesota before we became a state?

See BORDERS, Page 3A



Borders

Continued from Page 1A
Starts in Northwest Territory

Turns out, it really wasn’t the fault of
Wisconsin's leaders. There were bigger
forces at work, including the national
struggle over slavery.

What's now Wisconsin started in the
United States as part of the Northwest
Territory, the first territory formed after
the Revolutionary War.

The “Old Northwest” was made up of
all the land west of Pennsylvania, north
of the Ohio River and east of the Missis-
sippi River, up to the border with Cana-
da - real estate that now includes Ohio,
Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin
and part of Minnesota. According to the
ordinance that created the territory,
three to five states were to be carved out
of it — with an east-west line at the
southern tip of Lake Michigan as the di-
viding line between the “lower three”
states and the “upper two,” explained
Jonathan Kasparek, professor of history
at the University of Wisconsin-Milwau-
kee at Waukesha.

Much of the land being talked about
was already occupied by several Native
American peoples, including members
of the Potawatomi, Ho-Chunk, Ojibwe
and Menomonie tribes.

What Wisconsin ‘lost’ to lllinois

Once states started getting carved
out of the Northwest Territory — Ohio in
1803, Indiana in 1816 — the geographic
horse-trading commenced.

According to the original ordinance,
Indiana’s and Illinois’ northern borders
should have been leveled off at Lake
Michigan. But the organizers of those
states convinced Congress to move
those borders north, giving both states
better access to the big lake.

In the case of Illinois, which became
a state in 1818, that meant getting about
8,000 square miles from the state that
eventually would be Wisconsin - in-
cluding the turf that would become the
city of Chicago. Kasparek noted that
Milwaukee “had the advantage initially
that it was closer. ... If you think about
lake travel, it was closer to eastern ports
than Chicago was.”

Of course, that was before the rail-
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This map of the then-new Wisconsin Territory was published in the Algoma
Record Herald in 1836. Note the north and western borders include much of what
is now northeastern Minnesota, including Duluth and St. Paul, and the borders
stretch into what is now Michigan's Upper Peninsula. ALGOMA RECORD HERALD FILES

roads came and rewrote the rules of
transport.

What Wisconsin ‘lost’ to Michigan

By then, the remnants of what had
beenthe Northwest Territory — modern-
day Michigan, Wisconsin and north-
eastern Minnesota — had become the
Michigan Territory. In 1834, the Michi-
gan territory was expanded to include
part of the Louisiana Purchase; the new
territory included Iowa, the rest of Min-
nesota and most of the Dakotas.

When it came Michigan’s turn to be-
come a state, however, they weren't
happy. Thanks toinaccurate maps, their
neighbor to the south, Ohio, had a bor-
der that was set too far north. That bor-
der gave the southern strip of land un-
der Lake Erie to the Buckeye State — in-
cluding the then-bustling hub of Toledo.
When Ohio refused to budge, both sides
mobilized their militias in what’s known
as “the Toledo War.”

Finally, Congress stepped in, keeping

Toledo and environs in Ohio but giving
Michigan as compensation the Upper
Peninsula as far west as the Menominee
and Montreal rivers. When it turned out
that the rivers didn’t form a complete
boundary between Wisconsin and
Michigan, an Army engineer drew up a
border that ran between two main is-
lands in Lac Vieux Desert in Vilas Coun-
ty.

While Wisconsin lost out on the UP,
the state gained a small measure of pay-
back when, in 1926, the U.S. Supreme
Court rejected an attempt by Michigan
to push the border even farther south.

Threatens to secede over lost land

The drive for statehood for Michigan
led to the formation of the Wisconsin
Territory in 1836. And, per usual, Wis-
consin felt like it was being cheated.

James Duane Doty, Wisconsin's ter-
ritorial governor from 1841-'44, blasted
Congress for approving the Illinois bor-
der grab and Michigan's annexation of

What the Wisconsin?

Is there something about Milwaukee or
Wisconsin that’s been puzzling you?
We've got experts who know how to
find answers to even the smallest (and
sometimes the most interesting)
questions. When we can, we'll answer
with stories. Submit your question at
bit.ly/whatthewisconsin.

the U.P. as “thefts,” and even threatened
secession from the Union. (Congress ig-
nored Doty’s complaints.)

“Remember, territorial governors
served at the pleasure of the president,”
Kasparek said. “So he couldn’'t make
noise to the degree that it would irritate
Washington. Doty, probably more than
anyone else in the territory, beat on that
drum.”

What state ‘lost’ to Minnesota

The original Northwest Territory or-
dinance called for Wisconsin's eventual
western border to be the Mississippi
River, with a line running north from the
river's source to Lake of the Woods at
the Canadian border. But when it came
time for Wisconsin to make its own
push for statehood, the law enabling the
Wisconsin Territory to apply for state-
hood set the western border along the
Mississippi, but then following the St.
Croix River north.

Where did that land to the west go?
To Minnesota.

Blame it in part on Congress’ fevered
balancing act between free and slave
states. To keep things even between the
two factions, Congress admitted states
in pairs, one where slavery was legal,
and one where it wasn't. So, with the ad-
mission into the Union of Florida and
Texas, Wisconsin and Minnesota fol-
lowed.

The slice of territory ceded to Minne-
sota included the cities of St. Paul and
Duluth, and with the latter, access to
Lake Superior.

At least we let them keep the Vikings.

Sources for this story include Journal
Sentinel archives; “Battle of the Bor-
ders,” by Robert D. Temple, Wisconsin
Trails magazine July/August 20I0 is-
sue; “The Wisconsin Blue Book 19377;
“How the States Got Their Shapes” by
Mark Stein.



