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Introduction

The instructional kit for Then, Now and Always... The St. Joseph River Story 
is designed primarily for elementary school students in Indiana and Michigan 
engaged in the study of their state. The kit includes a one-hour video about the 
people, history, and life along this storied river from Hillsdale, Michigan through 
South Bend, Indiana and northward into Lake Michigan. 

The video shows how the river has shaped the region and continues to be an 
integral part of communities in both Michigan and Indiana. The documentary 
is intended, in part, to accelerate a renewed appreciation of the St. Joseph River 
and to encourage people to cherish the river and preserve it as a resource for 
future generations. This teacher’s guide is designed to be used in association with 
the video.

Then, Now and Always...
The St. Joseph River Story

A PBS - Michiana Special Documentary

Teacher’s Guide
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Woman fishing on St. Joe River,
dated 1898. Niles History Center.
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Curriculum Connection

The video and teacher’s guide materials tie closely to the Indiana Department of Education Social Studies Standards for Grade 4, 
which focus on the state, and to the Michigan Department of Education Social Studies Standards for Grade 3, which focus on the 
state, but also to some Standards for Grade 4, focusing on the United States. Social Studies standards for Indiana and Michigan 
related to this project are listed below.

Indiana Social Studies Standards: Grade 4: Indiana in the Nation and the World

4.1.2  Identify and describe historic Native American Indian groups that lived in Indiana at the time of early European exploration, 
including ways these groups adapted to and interacted with the physical environment.

4.1.5  Identify and explain the causes of the removal of Native American Indian groups in the state and their resettlement during 
the 1830s.

4.1.9  Give examples of Indiana’s increasing agricultural, industrial, political, and business development in the nineteenth century.

4.1.12  Describe the transformation of Indiana through immigration and through developments in agriculture, industry, and 
transportation.

4.1.15 Create and interpret timelines that show relationships among people, events, and movements in the history of Indiana.

4.1.17 Construct a brief narrative about an event in Indiana history using primary and secondary sources.

4.3.6 Describe Indiana’s landforms (lithosphere), water features (hydrosphere), and plants and animals (biosphere).
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4.3.9  Explain the importance of major transportation routes in the exploration, settlement, and growth of Indiana and in the 
state’s location as a crossroad of America.

4.3.10  Identify immigration patterns into and out of the state, and describe the impact diverse ethnic/native/cultural groups have 
had and have on Indiana.

4.3.14  Read and interpret texts (written texts, graphs, maps, timelines, data, audio, video) to answer geographical questions 
about Indiana in the past and present.

Michigan Social Studies Content Expectations: Grades Three and Four

3-H3.0.4  Draw upon traditional stories and/or teachings of Indigenous Peoples who lived and continue to live in Michigan, in 
order to better understand their beliefs and histories.

3-H3.0.5  Use informational text and visual data to compare how Indigenous Peoples and non-Indigenous Peoples in the early 
history of Michigan interacted with, adapted to, and/or modified their environments.

3-H3.0.6  Use a variety of sources to describe interactions that occurred between Indigenous People and the first European 
explorers and settlers in Michigan.

3-H3.0.7  Use a variety of primary and secondary sources to construct a historical narrative about daily life in the early settlements 
of Michigan (pre-statehood).

3-H3.0.10  Create a timeline to sequence and describe major eras and events in early Michigan.

3-G4.0.2  Describe diverse groups that have migrated into a region in Michigan and reasons why they came (push/pull factors).

3-G5.0.1  Describe how people are a part of, adapt to, use, and modify the physical environment of Michigan.

3-E1.0.3  Analyze how Michigan‘s location and natural resources influenced its economic development.

4-H3.0.3  Use case studies or stories to describe the ideas and actions of individuals involved in the Underground Railroad in 
Michigan and in the Great Lakes region.

4-H3.0.4  Describe how the relationship between the location of natural resources and the location of industries (after 1837) 
affected and continues to affect the location and growth of Michigan’s cities.
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Objectives

After viewing the video and participating in the accompanying activities, students will be able to:

• Describe the history of Southwestern Michigan and Northwestern Indiana as it relates to the St. Joseph River. 

• Explain the role played by the St. Joseph River in the development of the cities and towns located in the St. Joseph River 
watershed (region).

• Identify strategies that can be used to support a healthy future for the river.

Then, Now and Always...
The St. Joseph River Story

A PBS - Michiana Special Documentary
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Then, Now and Always...The St. Joseph River Story  
Video Program Summary

Overview (Beginning of Video)

The program opens with an introduction to the themes to be developed in the video. Attention is given to the significance of the 
river in the development of the region. Consideration is also given to the declining conditions of the river and to a healthier future. 
Special attention is given to the role that residents of the region can play in the restoration and preservation of the river.
(NOTE: The Overview is followed by a short segment on sponsors who paid for the development of the video.)

Origins: The First People (5:01 mark)

This segment of the video introduces the St. Joseph River watershed. Attention is given to the formation of the watershed during 
the late Ice Age and to the emergence of the portage between the St. Joseph and the Kankakee Rivers.  

Marcus Winchester, past Director of Language and Culture with the Pokagon Band of the Potawatomi, describes how his tribe 
came to the St. Joseph Valley. They were drawn by “food that grew on the water”—specifically, wild rice—called “Mnomen.”

The French Arrive (7:19 mark)

This segment focuses on the French and their impact on the St. Joseph River region. They were interested in the fur trade, 
especially beaver pelts. These pelts were used primarily to make beaver hats, which were in high demand in Europe. The French 
moved into the region to try to establish trade networks with the Indigenous tribes living there. The French were also interested in 
converting the Indigenous people to Christianity.

The strategic importance of the St. Joseph River, for control of the region and much of the continental interior all the way to the 
Gulf of Mexico, led the French to build Fort St. Joseph on the river near modern day Niles, Michigan. Since the fort was the access 
key to all of central North America and the riches that existed therein, control of the fort was constantly under dispute. The fort 
was controlled first by the French, then by the English, then by the Spanish, and eventually by the Americans. The Potawatomi and 
the Miami also controlled the fort for some time.

The Growth of Cities and Towns (12:33 mark)

This segment explores the establishment of saw and grist mills along the river and the impact that these mills had on the growth 
of cities and towns. Much of the lumber and grain produced at these mills was shipped by raft on the St. Joseph River to the 
towns of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor, located where the river emptied into Lake Michigan. By 1842, these towns became the 
most important ports in Michigan outside of Detroit. Flat bottomed wooden rafts were constructed upstream and were used to 
transport goods downstream to Lake Michigan. When they reached their destination, the rafts were sold for timber.  The rocks, 
used as ballast for the rafts, were used to construct walls for buildings along the river.

River towns and cities grew along the river. They used the river to power their economies. Dams were built and races were dug 
to channel the river water. In these races, turbo wheels were placed to produce water-power, and they became the wheels of 
industry and further city growth.

The Treatment of Native Americans (20:20 mark)

In 1828, Andrew Jackson was elected president of the United States. He believed that the continent’s Indigenous people could not 
live alongside European American settlers. In 1830 the Indian Removal Act became law. It eventually led to the forced relocation of 
nearly all Indigenous people east of the Mississippi River to land west of the river.

In the St. Joseph River region, some Potawatomi managed to remain in place because of the efforts of Chief Pokagon. Other 
Indigenous people were able to remain along the river, while others returned to the river area they called home after moving 
west. 

All Indigenous people who remained in the region felt the impact of these trying times. Their language stopped being used. Many 
of their cultural practices and traditions were stripped away. 
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Immigration: A Diverse Population (27:19 mark)

This segment focuses on immigrants from Europe who came to the region looking for jobs in the factories that grew along the St. 
Joseph River. African Americans from the South also migrated to the region, joining black communities already well established 
in the area, especially near South Bend and along the St. Joseph’s tributaries in Cass County, Michigan. Cass County was a major 
destination for the Underground Railroad before the Civil War.

Connections to Other Regions (31:27 mark)

After the Civil War, the St. Joseph River region became a major grower and exporter of fruit for markets around the world. It is an 
ideal area for certain types of fruit farming because of the climate. Seasonal farm workers were attracted to the region. Today, the 
fruit of the St. Joseph Valley is transported to the rest of the nation by truck, but in its early days, the river was the main means of 
transportation.

The region was connected to other parts of the Great Lakes region by a second industry, tourism. Tourists would come to the St. 
Joseph Valley by boat from places like Chicago. They were attracted to the resorts that were built in the area because they offered 
a change from hot city summers.

Power: Harnessing the St. Joseph River Water (35:51 mark)

This segment focuses on the growth of industry along the St. Joseph River powered by hydroelectricity, beginning in the late 
nineteenth century. The development of hydroelectricity led to the building of railroad cars, the further production of flour, the 
making of sewing machines, footwear and washing machines, and the fabrication of musical instruments, among many other 
things along the river.

The dams built to create electricity also reshaped the river. Lakes were formed behind the dams all along the river.

River Health: Decline, Pollution, Wellness (40:36 mark)

This segment begins by considering the impact of the dams that were built along the St. Joseph River on fish life in the river. The 
dams interfered with the migration of fish. They could not get upstream because of the dams. Fish ladders did no good. The fish 
were cut off from their natural spawning grounds.

Pollution was also a problem along the river. There was a time when chemicals and sewage were dumped into the river, causing 
pollution. In 1930, the Indiana Board of Health found the river to be a danger to public health and fish life. Soon thereafter, sewage 
treatment plants began to be built along the river.

Another issue was flooding, which can release untreated sewage. Communities in the watershed are working on ways to reduce 
flooding and prevent the release of sewage into the river. 

The St. Joseph: Now and in the Future (48:40 mark)

This segment focuses on how the citizens of the region have become involved in the future of the river. An early example is the 
development of a white-water rafting course in the river. Another example is the River Rats, local citizens who are involved in 
cleaning up the river. The River Rats have programs that encourage children to care for the river. 

People are developing new ways to enjoy the river. In Union City, a guided water trail educates paddlers as they travel through 
town. In other places, homes are being built along the river. River walks and parks are coming alive along the river. Businesses 
want to locate along the river. In South Bend, the University of Notre Dame uses the river for sporting events and as a source of 
clean power. If well cared for, the St. Joseph River will provide for the people of the region in the future.

NOTE: The final chapter is followed by credits for the program and aerial views of the region.
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Vocabulary Words

Grist Mill
A mill used to grind grain.

Indentured Servant 
A person under contract to work for another person, for a definite period of time, usually without pay.

Indigenous People 
The earliest inhabitants of an area. In the case of the United States, this term refers to Native Americans.

Portage 
Carrying boats or goods over land from one body of water to another.  

Portage also refers to the route followed in making such a transfer.

Tributary 
A river or stream flowing into a larger river or lake.

Underground Railroad 
A secret network for helping slaves escape from the South to the North and to Canada in the years before the Civil War ended.

Watershed 
A body of land that drains water into a specific water body, such as a river, lake, or ocean.
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Before Showing the Video

Use the following activity to stimulate students’ curiosity about the video they are about to see.

1. Divide the class into groups of three or four.

2. Distribute a copy of the KWL chart to each group. A blackline master of the chart appears on page 42. (The KWL strategy 
helps students approach a complex topic in a systematic manner. The K column is used to show what students already know 
about a topic, the W column is used to show what students want to learn about the topic, and the L column shows what they 
learned from an investigation of the topic.) Explain to students that a KWL chart is used to help organize information that they 
gather from various sources, in this case the St. Joseph River video. 

3. Indicate to students that they are going to see a video about the St. Joseph River. The river runs through Southwestern 
Michigan and Northwestern Indiana. The river has played a major role in the growth of the region for hundreds of years.

4. Show the first segment of the video “Overview” which runs 2:25 minutes. Viewing this segment will help students focus on the 
subject of the video.

5. After showing the segment, have the members of each group work together to establish what they already know about the 
St. Joseph River. Ask them to enter what they already know in the K (know) column of their KWL charts.

6. Finally, have the members of each group write at least three or four questions that they would like to ask about the history 
and development of the river. For example, they might ask such questions as: What role did the river play in the settlement of 
the area by the French? What plans are there for further development of the river? How does the river connect the region to 
other parts of the United States? Have them record their questions in the W (want to know) column of their KWL charts.

Showing the Video

The entire video program is about 56 minutes long. It includes the overview and nine segments of content. It also contains 
segments on sponsors and credits, which will give students a sense of the individuals and organizations that paid for the 
development of the video and those who were involved in producing the video.

It is recommended that students view the main body of the video program segment by segment. After viewing each segment, 
you can conduct post-viewing activities associated with that segment, which involve answering the questions posed in the guide 
about that segment. Ask students to look for answers to the questions they posed in their KWL charts as they watch each segment 
and answer the questions posed in the guide.

(NOTE: If desired, you can show the entire program to give students a sense of the topics included.)

(NOTE: Possible answers to questions about the video appear in italics. Students should be encouraged to go beyond the 
questions posed and the possible answers.) 
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Origins: The First People (5:01 mark - Duration: 2:18)

After showing the first segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express 
opinions, or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using questions such as the following to structure the discussion. 
You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. When was the St. Joseph River Valley basin formed? 

    It was formed thousands of years ago during the Ice Age.

2. How big is the land area that drains water into the St. Joseph River? 

    Water from about 5,000 square miles of land drains into the river.

3. What caused the Kankakee River to become two rivers—the Kankakee and the St. Joseph? 

    Erosion carved out a path that redirected the waters of what became the St. Joseph River to the north.

4. How does Diane Hunter describe the origin of the Miami people in the St. Joseph River region? 

    She tells the story about the Miami coming out of the water and that the water they came out of was the St. Joseph   
    River.

5. Why did Marcus Winchester call the Great Lakes region “North America’s Garden of Eden” in the video? 

    He called it the Garden of Eden because it provided a wide range of resources for its early inhabitants.

6. What plant growing in the St. Joseph River attracted the Potawatomi people to the area? 

    The plant that attracted the Potawatomi people was wild rice, known to the Potawatomi as “mnomen.”

Nineteenth century Potawatomi women harvesting wild rice. Seth Eastman,1853
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The French Arrive (7:19 mark - Duration: 5:16)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using questions such as the following to structure the discussion. You can 
replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. What were the French looking for when they came to the St. Joseph River area more than three hundred years  
     ago (1684)? 

    The French wanted to make money from the fur trade and convert the Indigenous people to Christianity.

2. What were beaver pelts (fur) used for by the French? 

    At that time, beaver pelts were used mostly to make fur hats for sale in Europe.

3. What is a portage? Where did a portage exist in the area shown in the video? 

    A portage is dry land that joins separate rivers or lakes. In this area, a portage allowed people to walk from the St.   
    Joseph River to the Kankakee River.

4. What did the portage between the two rivers allow traders to do? 

    Traders could travel through the Great Lakes, get onto the St. Joseph River, walk to the Kankakee River, and then  
    travel down the Kankakee to the Mississippi River and then to the Gulf of Mexico.

5. Where and why did the French build Fort St. Joseph? 

    The fort was built near the present location of Niles, Michigan, on the St. Joseph River. It was a location important to  
    protecting the region from possible enemies and competitors.
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The Growth of Cities and Towns (12:33 mark - Duration: 6:36)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. Why were water-powered mills important to the growth of communities along the St. Joseph River beginning  
     in the 1830s? 

    Mills were important because they were used to cut logs into lumber to build new buildings and to grind grains into  
    flour for people to use to make bread and other baked products. 

2. Where was much of the grain and lumber shipped?  

    Much of it was sent downstream on the St. Joseph River to the ports that were located where the river emptied into   
    Lake Michigan—the port cities of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor. By 1843, these two cities became the most       
    important ports in Michigan outside of Detroit.

3. How did the settlers transport lumber and grain downstream along the river? 

    They used flat bottomed rafts. 

4. What were the rafts used for once they reached their destinations? 

    The rafts were sold for lumber. The rocks used for ballast (heavy material placed in the bottom of a boat to keep it  
    from tipping over) were used to build the foundations of buildings. 

5. How did settlers power their businesses and factories along the river?  

    The settlers dug large ditches, called races, around dams. In the races, they placed big wooden wheels with paddles.   
    The water coming down the races pushed against the paddles and turned the wheel. The wheel turned a saw or grist  
    stone that did the work of many people.  

Need organization to creditClarke County Historical Society
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The Treatment of Native Americans (20:20 mark - Duration: 6:01)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. Why was the Indian Removal Act of 1830 passed by the US Congress? 

    The act passed because there were those who felt that European-Americans and Native Americans could not live   
    alongside each other. 

2. What happened to many Native (Indigenous) Americans as a result of the Removal Act of 1830? 

    The act led to the forced relocation of nearly all Indigenous people living east of the Mississippi River to new  
    locations west of the river.

3. How did some Potawatomi manage to remain in the St. Joseph River region, despite the Indian Removal Act? 

    Their leader, Pokagon, purchased the land on which his people lived and showed how his village was peaceful and  
    accepting of the newly arrived European settlers.

4. How did the Indian Removal Act affect Indigenous Americans who were permitted to remain in the region? 

    Over time, important elements of their culture were lost, including the language they spoke and many of their   
    traditions. 

The Northern Indiana Center For History
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Immigration From Many Different Places (27:19 mark - Duration: 6:15)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. What brought workers from other countries to the St. Joseph Valley, before and after the Civil War? 

    Factories were growing quickly in the region, but there were not enough people to work in these factories, so  
    immigrant workers were needed. 

2. Where did these immigrants come from? 

    The people came from Sweden, Hungary, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Poland, and other countries in Europe. African  
    Americans from the American South also migrated to the region.

3. Why did African Americans leave the South and settle in Michigan, both before and after the Civil War? 

    Many left the South because they had been freed from slavery and didn’t want to stay in the South. Also, Michigan  
    was one of the few states where blacks could buy land.

4. What was the Underground Railroad? Where did it operate in the St. Joseph River region? 

    The Underground Railroad was a number of trails from the slave states north into the free states and Canada. Along  
    the way were safe houses for escaped slaves to stay as they moved north. The trail that people used to come to the  
    St. Joseph River area was known as the Quaker Trail. The Quakers believed that all people are created equal. They  
    helped black people get to this region and establish themselves in the St. Joseph River region.

The History Museum
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Connections to Other Regions (31:27 mark - Duration: 4:24)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. The St. Joseph River Valley became known as a great area for fruit farming. Why was it considered a great area  
    for fruit farming?  

    Lake Michigan keeps the temperatures moderate during the growing season which is ideal for fruit farming. Also,  
    farmers in the area were irrigating the soils using the water resources of the area one hundred years ago.

2. How is the fruit grown in the St. Joseph River Valley now transported to other parts of the United States?  
    How was it transported in the early years? 

    The fruit is now transported to other parts of the country by truck. In the early days, the river was used to connect the  
    region to other parts of the country.

3. What was another industry that connected the St. Joseph River region to other parts of the country? Why  
    were people attracted to the area? 

    Tourism was another industry that grew in the area. In the late 1800s, when tourism began in the region, it was a time  
    before air conditioning. The cities were hot in the summer, and they smelled. People wanted to get away from all of  
    that. The St. Joseph River Valley was quite close to large cities like Chicago, where the tourists came from.

4. How were tourists transported into and out of the region in the early days? 

    Many of the tourists were originally brought into the area by boats.

Library of Congress
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Waterpower: Harnessing the St. Joseph River (35:51 mark - Duration: 4:44)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. What were some of the industries that grew in the region that took advantage of the water and hydroelectric  
    power from the river? 
    
    Some examples are building railroad cars and flour milling, and making sewing machines, footwear, musical  
    instruments, and washing machines.

2. In the late 19th century, dams were built along the St. Joseph River. What were these dams used for? 
    
   These dams were used to generate electricity, using the water from the rivers. This is called hydro(water)-electricity. 

3. How did these dams reshape the region? 
    
   The dams reshaped the river region by creating large lakes behind them.
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River Health: Decline, Pollution, Wellness (40:36 mark - Duration: 8:03)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. How was the movement of fish along the St. Joseph River affected by the building of dams? What is an  
    example?  

    Where there was a dam, the fish could not get upstream, where their spawning (egg laying) grounds existed. One  
    example was the Lake Sturgeon, the largest native fish in the Great Lakes, that was no longer able to swim upstream      
    along the St. Joseph River. 

2. What caused the St. Joseph River to become an “open sewer” by the early part of the 20th century? 

    Sewage was being flushed into the river and so were chemicals.

3. Why did the condition of the St. Joseph River begin to improve beginning in the 1930s? 

    At that time early sewage treatment plants began to be built along the St. Joseph River and its tributaries (rivers and  
     streams that run into a larger river).

4. Why is it important to control flooding? 

     It is important to control flooding because flooding can lead to the release of untreated sewage into a river. Also  
     flooding does damage to buildings, homes, and roads, and can threaten people’s lives.

5. What was one of the ways in which flooding was controlled along the St. Joseph River? 

    One way of controlling flooding is a wet weather detention facility, like the one in Goshen, Indiana. It holds the sewer water  
     until the water level goes down and it can be handled by the sewage treatment plant.

6. What is one of the ways in which the health of the St. Joseph River is measured as seen in the video? Is the  
    health of the river getting better? 

    One way of measuring the health of the river is by counting the species of fish that live in the river. In the early 1900s  
    the river had few fish. Then in the 1980s there were 40-50 species of fish in the river, and it is getting better. Now  
    there are about 85 species of fish, which shows that the health of the river is greatly improved.

Storyblocks- stock footage
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The St. Joseph: Now and in the Future (48:40 mark - Duration: 5:46)

After showing this segment of the video, give students an opportunity to comment on what they have seen, express opinions, 
or ask questions about what they saw. Then continue, using activities and questions such as the following to structure the 
discussion. You can replay the segment for students, if necessary.

1. What is one of the ways that people are making use of the St. Joseph River today, as seen in the video? 

    One way in which the river is being used is for white-water rafting. 

2. What do the River Rats see as their mission or purpose? 

    They are dedicated to cleaning up the river and to encouraging others to keep the river clean. 

3. What are some changes taking place along the St. Joseph River now that suggest that people want to be  
    closer to the river?  

    Some examples are: Union City has a guided water trail to educate paddlers as they travel through town on the river;  
    homes are being built along the river; there are river walks and parks along the river. 

After Showing the Video

Ask students to determine whether the questions they identified in their KWL charts were answered by the video. Have them 
take a few minutes to record their answers in the L column. Then ask what further questions were raised in their minds about the 
history and development of the St. Joseph River. Have them add these questions to the W column on their KWL charts. Indicate 
that they might be able to find answers to these questions in the follow-up activities.
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Follow-Up Activities
Note to Teachers: Each of the following activities related to themes developed in the video will probably take at least one 
class period to complete. Some involve out-of-class work. Preview the activities and decide which ones are appropriate for your 
students. Or have students select the activities that they would like to complete. Not all students would need to complete the 
same activities.

Activity One: St. Joseph River Timeline

The purpose of this activity is to enable students to sequence events and to tie together the history and development of the St. 
Joseph River region.

1. Indicate to students that they are going to create a timeline of the major events about the St. Joseph River that were 
portrayed in the video program Then, Now and Always... The St. Joseph River Story. A timeline is a graph used to arrange 
events in the order in which they happened. Show students examples of timelines from textbooks and other sources. Ask 
students to work individually or with a partner.

2. Have students draw a horizontal line or bar on a large piece of paper. Then have them divide the line into equal parts, each 
representing a fifty-year period of Indiana and Michigan history beginning in 1600 at the left end and 2050 at the right end of 
the timeline. Have them label the parts: 1600, 1650, 1700, 1750, 1800, 1850, 1900, and so on.

3. Have students select dates and events from their KWL charts for inclusion on their timelines.

4. Have students create a symbol using a computer, markers, or pictures cut out from magazines to represent each event that 
will be placed on their timelines (For example, a grist mill wheel could be used for when the first mills were introduced along 
the river).

5. Ask students to arrange each date, event, and associated symbol in the appropriate time-period on their timelines.

6. To extend the activity, ask students to identify events in Indiana/Michigan and American history that happened in the same 
time-period and that may have had an impact on events occurring in the St. Joseph River region. Have them create symbols 
for these events and add them to their timelines. Have students explain how each of the added events affected the events in 
the St. Joseph River region.

7. Have students display their timelines around the room. Give students an opportunity to discuss and explain their timelines.

1600                     2050Before  
1600
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Activity Two: What is a Watershed?

Then, Now and Always... The St. Joseph River Story begins by introducing the St. Joseph River Basin, referring to it as a 
watershed. This activity focuses on the term watershed and what that term means.

1. Begin the activity by reminding students that the video began by introducing the St. Joseph River Basin, which was also 
referred to as a watershed. Ask students to suggest what the word “watershed” means. Accept all responses. Record responses 
on the chalkboard, if desired.

2. Indicate to students that they are about to see a short video entitled “What is a watershed?” It focuses on another part of the 
United States, but applies to their region of Michigan and Indiana as well. (Go to YouTube. Type in “What is a Watershed?” and 
select the videos produced by North Texas Municipal Water District. (Other possibilities are also available as well.)

3. Show the video, which is a little more than one minute in length. Have students focus on the meaning of the term “watershed” 
as they watch the video.

4. After showing the video, indicate to students that they are going to work in groups of three to unpack the meaning of the 
term “watershed.”

5. Instruct the groups to think of all the words and phrases they can which describe the word “watershed” based on what they 
saw in the video and their own experience. Encourage students to write down their first ideas before you call on anyone to 
share. Give the groups at least five minutes to generate descriptive words.

6. Record the word “watershed” in the central circle of a projected bubble map. A blackline master bubble map graphic 
organizer appears on page 43. Then, ask students to share words and phrases that describe watersheds. Place their responses 
on the other bubbles on the bubble map for the class to see. Distribute the chances to respond among the many groups. 

7. Have each student then develop a description of what the term “watershed” means, based on what is on the bubble map. 
Give volunteers a chance to share their work with the class.

8. To end this activity, have students Google “Friends of the St. Joe River Association” on their computers, and click on “Our 
Watershed.”  This will lead them to “The St. Joseph River Watershed by the Numbers” and a map of the watershed.

9. Point out that this is the watershed where they live. Give students a few minutes to locate approximately where they live in 
the watershed.

10. Finally, give the students a few minutes to examine the numbers about the watershed listed on the handout. Then give them 
a chance to share the numbers they thought were most interesting/surprising with the class. Have them share why they 
focused on those numbers.

St. Joseph River Basin Commission
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Activity Three: The French Fur Trade

1. Indicate to students that this activity focuses on the fur trade that took place in the St. Joseph River area and throughout the 
Great Lakes region in the 17th and 18th centuries.

2. Begin by reading “French Fur Trade: 1634-1763” to the class. Encourage students to ask questions about the reading, as 
needed. A blackline master of the reading appears on page 44. 

3. Then, working with the art teacher at your school, divide the class into groups of two or three. Give each group a set of basic 
art supplies. Have each group spend some time imagining a set of pictures that they would create to illustrate aspects of the 
fur trade, as described in the story. Have each student in a group create one of the pictures in the set that the group imagined. 
They might focus on transporting fur skins, hunting, trading skins, or making hats, for example.

4. Have each group create a story of the fur trade, using the set of pictures that they created. 

5. Have the groups share their stories/illustrations with the class. Allow other students to comment on what was shared. You 
might post their illustrations around the room.
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Activity Four: The Potawatomi 

This activity includes a specifically-edited video on our website at: wnit.org/river-teacher-guide.

Remind students that one of the major Indigenous groups who lived and continue to live in the St. Joseph River area is the 
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi. Marcus Winchester, past Director of Language and Culture for the Pokagon Band, appeared several 
times in the St. Joseph River video.

1. Indicate to students that they are going to be asked to write a story about the Potawatomi based on a video interview with 
Mr. Winchester. The video poses five questions about the Potawatomi which Mr. Winchester answers. Students can choose to 
write their stories based on answers to one or more of the questions answered in the interview. Provide each student with a 
copy of the questions posed in the interview.  A blackline master of the interview questions appears on page 45.

2. Play the video “About the Potawatomi” for students. The video includes both the questions and Mr. Winchester’s answers. You 
could stop the video after each answer given by Mr. Winchester to give students some time to create notes, based on what 
was said. You may also want to give individual students a chance to review some of the answers after the class has watched 
the entire video. This will give them a chance to confirm their understanding of individual answers and to gain more insight 
into particular answers.

3. Have each student decide on a theme for his or her story and write a draft.

4. You can review the drafts and suggest changes.

5. Have students make revisions in their stories.

6. Ask for volunteers to share their stories with the class.

http://wnit.org/river-teacher-guide
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Activity Five: Exploring Fort St. Joseph 

In this activity students will learn about the location, origin and establishment of Fort St. Joseph which was located near Niles, 
Michigan. Students will work with pictures of archeological artifacts discovered at the fort to get a sense of what life was like at the 
fort before it was abandoned in the 1780s.

1. Remind students that when the French entered the St. Joseph River region, they were interested in the fur trade and in 
converting the Indigenous population to Christianity. So, the French built Fort St. Joseph on the river near present day Niles, 
Michigan. This activity focuses on Fort St. Joseph.

2. Begin by distributing copies of “Fort St. Joseph” to each student. The article appears on page 46. Have each student read the 
article. 

3. Then, working in groups of three, have them answer the questions about “Dissecting History.” A blackline master of this 
document appears on page 47. Distribute a copy of the handout to each group.

4. Ask volunteers to present their answers to these questions to the class. Allow other students to comment on what was shared.

5. Indicate to students that after the fort was abandoned, residents of the area had been finding artifacts (objects that 
were made and used by people who lived at the site when the fort was operating). Then in 1998, the site was dug up by 
archeologists from Western Michigan University. They discovered artifacts that provided information on what daily life was 
like at the fort back in the late 18th century. In the rest of this activity, students will have a chance to explore some artifacts 
found at the fort.

6. Distribute copies of the “Fort Joseph Artifacts” to each student. Have students work in groups of three or four to examine 
each of the artifacts and brainstorm about what the artifacts suggest about what activities people were involved in at Fort St. 
Joseph in the late 18th century. Blackline masters of the Fort St. Joseph Artifacts pictures appear on page 48.

7. Ask for volunteers to share their ideas with the class. Allow other students to comment on what was shared.
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Activity Six: How do Mills Work?

In this activity, students get an opportunity to do some research on water driven grain mills or sawmills, specifically how they 
work. They then use what they learned to create a diorama showing how a water-powered grain mill or sawmill works.

1. Remind students that water-powered grain mills and sawmills along the St. Joseph River and its tributaries played a significant 
role in the growth of the region featured in the video. Show students the segments of the video that focus on mills again.

2. Indicate to students that in this activity they are going to work in teams of two to do research on those mills, with the goal 
of figuring out how they worked—how the flowing water of the river was used to transform wheat into grain or trees into 
lumber for building homes, stores, and factories.

3. Divide the class into teams. Provide each team with access to a computer connected to the Internet. Have each team decide 
whether it will focus on a flour mill or a sawmill. Then assign each team with the task of collecting information on how their 
chosen mill works. Encourage them to go beyond the computer, to use sources such as museums, books, and articles, even 
people in their community who might have insights into the workings of mills. There are working mills in the St. Joseph 
region that might be good for field trips. Three such mills are listed in Further Resources on page 39.

4. Remind them that the purpose of collecting the information is ultimately to create a diorama that shows how a sawmill or a 
grain mill works. You might want to show students examples of dioramas created for other projects.

5. When they have gathered enough information, have the teams begin the construction of their dioramas.

6. When the dioramas are complete, encourage students to share what they have created with other members of their class, 
other classes, even parents.
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Activity Seven: Indian Removal Act

This activity includes a specifically-edited video on our website at: wnit.org/river-teacher-guide.

In this activity, students will learn about the Indian Removal Act and its impact on the Potawatomi and the Miami Tribes. Both 
tribes have members currently living in the St. Joseph River area. Students will examine a reading about the Potawatomi which 
was written by the members of the Pokagon Band. Students will also view a video interview with Diane Hunter, Tribal Historic 
Preservation Officer, Miami Tribe of Oklahoma, to learn more about the consequences of the Indian Removal Act for these tribes.

1. Remind students that two of the major Indigenous groups who lived in the St. Joseph River area are the Pokagon Band of 
Potawatomi and the Miami.

2. Indicate to students that in this lesson, they will learn about how some members of these two tribes managed to remain in 
the St. Joseph River area despite efforts on the part of the U.S government to have the tribes move west of the Mississippi 
River beginning in 1830.

3. Begin by having students read the article “Pokagon Band of Potawatomi.”  The reading appears at pokagonband-nsn.gov/
our-culture/history. You can make a copy of the article for each student, or have them read the article on their computers. 
After students have read the article, indicate to them that the U.S. Congress passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830. But the 
Act only passed Congress by a very slight majority. This means that almost half of the country was against removal.

4. Next, have students watch the interview of Diane Hunter, Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, Miami Tribe of Oklahoma, who 
also appears in the St. Joseph River video. Indicate that the interview focuses on the experience of the Miami Tribe with the 
Indian Removal Act.

5. To conclude the activity, have students, as a class, suggest ways in which the experience of the two tribes was similar and 
different, with respect to removal from the St. Joseph River region. Use a projection of a Venn Diagram as a graphic organizer 
for the activity. A blackline master of a Venn Diagram appears on page 49. Similarities should be placed in the overlapping 
segment of the Venn Diagram. Differences are grouped by tribe in the outer segments.

Library of Congress

http://wnit.org/river-teacher-guide
https://www.pokagonband-nsn.gov/our-culture/history
https://www.pokagonband-nsn.gov/our-culture/history
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Activity Eight: Traveling on the Underground Railroad

In this activity students will examine two articles about the underground railroad, especially as it relates to the St. Joseph River 
area. Then they will be asked to write a story about a runaway slave (freedom seeker) who traveled the underground railroad to 
freedom. 

The articles were created by The Underground Railroad Society of Cass County (URSCC) in Vandalia, Michigan. 

Make copies of “History of Slavery and The Underground Railroad” for your students. The article appears on Blackline Master Page 
50.

Make copies of “#1 The Underground Railroad” for your students. The article appears on Blackline Master Page 51.

1. Begin by having students read the article “History of Slavery and The Underground Railroad.” As an alternative, you might read 
the article to them as they follow along.

2. Have students, as a class, share what they learned about the underground railroad from what they read or heard.

3. Next, have them read “#1 The Underground Railroad.” As an alternative, you might want to read the article to them. Indicate to 
students that this article focuses on the St. Joseph River area.

4. Have each student write down five things they learned about the underground railway in the St. Joseph area, from reading 
the article. Have volunteers share what they learned. You can record what students report on the chalkboard. Encourage 
students to refer to the list generated when they move on to the next phase of this activity.

5. Have the students work alone or with a partner to write a story about traveling the underground railroad as a freedom seeker 
(runaway slave).The stories should be based on the material contained in the two articles and their imaginations. 

6. Encourage students to use the questions that appears as a blackline master “Traveling on the Underground Railroad” for this 
activity, on page 52, as a guide for their writing. (You may want to add or subtract questions from the list.)

7. You can provide students with simple outline maps of the Midwest. Students can use these maps to trace their routes.

8. Review the drafts and suggest changes.

9. Have students make revisions in their stories.

10. Ask for volunteers to share their stories with the class. Allow other students to comment on what is shared.
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Activity Nine: Keeping the River Healthy

This activity will focus on the last two segments of the video: River Health: Decline, Pollution, Wellness and The St. Joseph River: 
Now and in the Future. The activity will utilize a guest speaker in your classroom. Including other voices in the classroom invites 
different perspectives and shows that learning is a collaborative effort. 

The speakers will focus on the health of the river and the future of the river, with emphasis on the Clean Water Act. The speakers 
could help students identify how they can help maintain the health of the watershed and the river. Students would also be 
encouraged to ask questions related to these topics, based on what they had learned from the video.

The guest speakers available to you (see below) are all associated with the Friends of the St. Joe River Association (FofSJR). This 
is an organization located in South Bend that helps conservation districts and other partners in Indiana and Michigan with 
watershed education, as well as planning and implementation projects within the St. Joseph River Basin. The mission of FofSJR 
is to unite a diverse group of stakeholders throughout the watershed in a collaborative effort to protect, restore and foster 
stewardship of the St. Joseph River Watershed as a critical component of the Great Lakes Basin.

You can choose from among the following individuals for your guest speaker on the St. Joseph River. (You may also invite a guest 
speaker to class of your own choosing). The first four individuals on the list have volunteered to speak at schools. The last two work 
at the St. Joseph River Basin Commission and would be quite willing to come to your school. 

Carolyn Grace (carolyn.grace@macd.org) - Administrator of the St. Joseph County (Michigan) Conservation District. Possibly 
resides in the Three Rivers, MI area.

Dan Robinson (danrobinsonwi@gmail.com) - Correspondent with WMUK and blogger (https://www.glspirit.com/) about 
spirituality of the Great Lakes Basin who lives in the Three Rivers, MI area.

Carol Higgins (Covecarol34@gmail.com) - Board member of the St. Joseph County (Michigan) Conservation District and 
former teacher who lives on Portage Lake north of Three Rivers, MI.

Daragh Deegan (daragh.deegan@coei.org) - Aquatic Biologist for the City of Elkhart who does fish sampling throughout the 
Indiana portion of the river. He lives in Goshen, IN.

Matt Meersman (paddleheadz@gmail.com) - President of the Indiana Water Monitoring Council.

Dr. Kate Barrett (kbarrett@macag.com)-Aquatic Biologist who manages the Basin Commission water monitoring program. 
She lives in South Bend, IN.

Brandon Bowman (bbowman1@hcc-nd.edu) who works with Dr. Barrett on the Basin Commission’s water monitoring 
project. He lives in South Bend, IN.

1. Before you decide to host a guest speaker, contact the intended speaker to establish a date and time. Inform the guest of any 
technology that might be available for their use and ask the speaker of other needs they may have for their presentation. 

2. When booking the guest, inform him or her of the total number of students, as some guests like to bring handouts or other 
items for students. Make sure to allow time for a Q and A session at the end of the presentation. 

3. It is important to prep your students before the guest speaker’s presentation. Prepare the students about the topic the guest 
speaker will be presenting—in this case the St. Joseph River health and the future of the river.

4. Ask students to prepare a set of questions they would like to ask the speaker during the Q and A session. The questions could 
be based on those posed in the teacher’s guide for the two video segments considered in this activity.

5. Once the guest speaker leaves, conduct a debriefing session with the students either immediately or the next day. 

6. Finally, follow up on the guest speaker’s presentation with a thank you note, card, or small gift. The gift could be made by 
students ahead of time. 

mailto:carolyn.grace%40macd.org?subject=
mailto:danrobinsonwi%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:Covecarol34%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:daragh.deegan%40coei.org?subject=
mailto:paddleheadz%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:kbarrett%40macag.com?subject=
mailto:bbowman1%40hcc-nd.edu?subject=
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Activity Ten: A Story Worth Telling

This activity includes a specifically-edited video on our website at: wnit.org/river-teacher-guide.

This activity guides students in the creation of stories related to their own or a family member’s interaction with the St. Joseph 
River and its tributaries. 

1. Indicate to students that in this activity they are going to see a short video segment taken from Then, Now and Always... The 
St. Joseph River Story. In the segment, Matt Meersman, who is associated with Friends of the St. Joe River Association, tells 
about his relationship with the St. Joseph River when he was a child. He also tells about some discoveries he made about the 
river as he got older.

2. Play the video segment for the students.  

3. Next read Herb Hull’s Story to the students. This tells a true story of the river, remembered by Herb Hull. He lived in South 
Bend in the 1920s and 30s. His story appears on page 53.

4. After showing the video segment and reading the story, give students an opportunity to comment on what they saw and 
heard, express opinions, or ask questions about what they saw and heard. 

5. Then have students write their own stories about the St. Joseph River and its tributaries, based on their own experiences or 
those of family members. Give students several days to create their stories. Indicate that their stories can be of any length, as 
long as they tell the story of someone’s interaction with the river.

6. Encourage students to share their stories with the class. Have everyone share his or her story with you. You might consider 
displaying the stories of the river around the classroom.

7. To conclude the activity, have your students, working with the music teacher at your school, sing the song “Down by the Old 
St. Joe” by Mabel Williams (married name—Grimes) of Mishawaka, Indiana. She wrote the words and composed the music in 
1897. It tells her story about the St. Joseph River. The music is on pages 54-57.

http://wnit.org/river-teacher-guide
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St. Joseph River Day

As a way of concluding this unit on the St. Joseph River, consider having students prepare a presentation of what they have 
learned from watching the video and from the follow-up activities that they completed. The presentation—a display, special 
exhibit, or live event, for example—could be offered to other classes in your school, teachers, parents, and families.
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Further Resources
There are several museums in the area that do a great job covering the history of the region:

Niles History Center/Fort St. Joseph Museum
505 E. Main St., Niles, MI 49120

269-845-4054

North Berrien Historical Museum
300 Coloma Ave., Coloma, MI, 49038

(269) 468-3330

Berrien County History Center at Courthouse Square
313 N. Cass St., Berrien Springs, MI 49103

(269) 471-1202

The History Museum, South Bend
808 W. Washington St., South Bend, IN 46601 

574-235-9664

The Elkhart County Museum
304 W. Vistula St., Bristol, IN 46507

574-848-4322

Dowagiac Area History Museum
201 E. Division Street, Dowagiac, MI 49047

268-783-2551

The Heritage Museum and Cultural Center
601 Main St., St. Joseph, MI 49085

269-983-1191

Underground Railroad Society of Cass County, Michigan
PO Box 124, Vandalia, MI 49095

info@urscc.org

Mishawaka Historical Museum
121 S. Main St., Mishawaka, IN 46544

(574) 255-2708

 

mailto:info%40urscc.org?subject=
http://www.urscc.org 
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Further Resources (Continued)

Ruthmere Mansion
302 E. Beardsley Ave., Elkhart, IN 46514

(574) 264-0330

Sue Silliman House Museum
116 South Main St., Three Rivers, MI 49093

(269) 435-4795

John S. Barry Historical Museum
300 N. Washington St., Constantine, MI 49042 

(269) 506-1575

Branch County Historical Society / Wing House Museum
27 S. Jefferson St, Coldwater, MI 49036

(517) 278-2871

Union City Society for Historic Preservation / Hammond House Museum
210 Charlotte St., Union City, MI 49094

(269) 251-0534

Grosvenor House Museum
211 Maumee St, Jonesville, MI 49250

(517) 849-9596

Regional Mills for Field Trips
Rawson King Mill, Leonidas, MI

Bonneyville Mill, Elkhart County, IN
Pears Mill, Buchanan, MI

The Institute for Intercultural and Anthropological Studies
Western Michigan University 

Kalamazoo, Michigan 
has published four well-illustrated booklets on the history of the area:

Sheltering New France
People of the Post

Women of New France
The Fur Trade





Blackline Masters

KWL graphic organizer

Bubble map graphic organizer

French Fur Trade, 1634-1763

Questions for Interview with Marcus Winchester

Fort St. Joseph

Dissecting History

Fort St. Joseph Artifacts

Venn Diagram

The History of Slavery on the Underground Railroad

Reading #1 The Underground Railroad

Traveling on the Underground Railroad

Herb Hull’s Story

Down by the Old St. Joe
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Name:__________________________________________________

Then, Now and Always... The St. Joseph River Story

Bubble Map Organizer
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French Fur Trade, 1634-1763

Adapted from “The French Fur Trade” by Randall Schaezl, Michigan State University. Used with permission from the author.

For a century and a half Michigan’s life centered in the fur trade. Its French pioneers worked at trading posts, mission chapels, and 
forts at Sault Ste. Marie, Mackinac, and Detroit, but also in the St. Joseph and Grand River Valleys.

To expand the fur trade into the western Great Lakes, the French made alliances with Native American nations, whose members 
had the skills to hunt and trap at a commercial level. In Europe, the highly prized fur was the beaver’s; its thick, lustrous coat was 
used for garments, and its hair was felted into hats. Native hunters also collected the pelts and skins of deer, martens, raccoons, 
foxes, otters, and muskrats. They exchanged the furs for metal hatchets, knives, kettles, traps, needles, fish hooks, cloth and 
blankets, jewelry and decorative items, and later, for firearms and alcohol.

The impact on the indigenous people as a result of the fur trade came about in various ways. First, as skilled hunters and suppliers 
of pelts, the Native Americans were sought after as trading partners and were exposed to white culture. In exchange for their 
goods, the Native Americans received European products, both practical, such as iron tools and utensils, and decorative, such as 
bright-colored cloth and beads.  The Native Americans also received firearms and liquor, both of which had an enormous impact 
on Native American lifeways. These French goods at first improved the tribes’ economic development and military strength, but 
eventually made many of them dependent on European manufacturing.

Before Europeans came to the Great Lakes region and Canada, there were over ten million beavers living in the wild. First Nations 
people originally hunted the beaver using pointed sticks, stone hatchets, and spears with arrowheads. These were poor weapons 
against this little animal, as beavers can hide in their thick protective lodges and underground burrows.

However, as trade increased with Europe for the valuable beaver pelts, the natives became equipped with weapons of steel and 
the gun. The beaver was now an easy target, and a lively fur trade emerged.

In the beginning, the fur trade centered around Canadian settlements near the St. Lawrence River, and the primary trading 
partners were the Huron tribes. As Europe cried out for more furs, a new breed of men emerged. These were called “voyageurs”-- 
men who would venture into the wild, untamed land for beaver pelts from the natives. Voyageurs would load up the birch bark 
canoe with trading goods and supplies. They would take a native guide and maybe four other men. These fearless paddlers would 
then head out on the rivers to the north country of the Great Lakes.

Being away for up to two years was not uncommon for these independent explorers. It was reported that one voyageur returned 
from a two-year trip with over 100 canoes loaded with furs.

With more than one hundred thousand pelts being shipped to Europe each year, the early 19th century saw the beaver headed for 
extinction. Thankfully, fashion trends were changing in Europe. The silk hat was becoming more fashionable and the demand for 
beaver pelts almost disappeared.

Why were beaver pelts in such demand? People in Europe did not think of “a beaver” as an animal, but as a hat. The beaver hat 
was “in fashion” from 1625 to the early 1800’s in most of Europe.  People in the 1600’s also thought beaver hats held supernatural 
powers. It was believed that if you rubbed beaver oil onto your hair, it would help your memory. For people suffering from 
hearing loss, wearing a beaver hat was rumored to improve hearing. Whatever the fancy dressers thought in Europe, the demand 
for beaver hats was the driving force behind the creation of the colony of New France in Canada. The beaver pelt was the most 
popular material with which to make these hats. The beaver’s fur had two kinds of hair: a short, thick, soft, woolly layer and a 
longer coarse layer. The coarser long hairs were removed leaving only the shorter woolly layer. The shorter hairs have little barbs 
on the end, that you can only see under a microscope. When pressed hard, the barbs interlock with each other, making a solid 
fabric. This process was called “felting”. Once felted, the pelt was no longer furry, and was ready to be made into beaver hats.

The most popular furs for making the hats were from the very young beavers. The young beaver kits had the softest and thickest 
fur for pelting. Beavers do not hibernate, so their fur gets very thick in the winter to keep them warm. Most of the trapping for the 
beaver was done in the wintertime. Another favorite of traders were beaver pelts that had been worn by the Indians. These furs 
were worn for approximately a year, until most of the long hairs on the beaver pelt had been worn off. This fur was called “coat 
beaver” and demanded a very high price on the fur market.

Today furs are, for the most part, out of fashion. Nonetheless, trade in furs and pelts still goes on.
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Questions for Interview with Marcus Winchester

1. What does water mean to the Potawatomi?

2. How did the Potawatomi find their way here into the St. Joseph River Valley?

3. What was life like for the Potawatomi when they first came here?

4. How did life change when the French came?

5. The Potawatomi think about the future in terms of seven generations. What does the idea of seven generations mean to the 
Potawatomi?



46

Fort St. Joseph

Fort St. Joseph, first established as a mission in the 1680s by French Jesuits, was one of the earliest European 

settlements in the western Great Lakes region. During the first half of the eighteenth century it also became a 

military post and a trading post. The fort eventually was home for a military commander, eight to ten soldiers, a 

blacksmith, a priest, an interpreter, and up to 15 more households. The fort was surrounded by high walls with 

two entrances. The walls enclosed a small home for the commander, a building for the soldiers, a storehouse, 

and some buildings to store trade goods and furs. 

The Fort became an important link in the chain of similar frontier settlements that existed in the area and 

aided in the trade between the French and Native people in furs. For almost 80 years, French priests, soldiers, 

and traders lived in Fort St. Joseph in close contact with Native groups also living in the area—the Potawatomi 

and the Miami. 

In 1761, during the French and Indian War, the fort came under British control. However, French traders 

remained in the area until 1780. In 1781, the fort was largely abandoned, though trade likely still continued in 

the general area into the 19th century, after the area had become part of America’s Northwest Territory.

Based on the article “Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project” Institute for Intercultural and Archaeological Studies, Western 
Michigan University, Kalamazoo, MI, 2021. wmich.edu/fortstjoseph/about/fort-history

https://wmich.edu/fortstjoseph/about/fort-history
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Dissecting History
List three things that are included in the Story of Fort St. Joseph that you think are important to 
understanding the historical period in which Fort St. Joseph originally existed.

List three things this story tells you about life during the time period it was describing.

Does the information in the story support information you have learned about the time-period or subject? 
Explain.
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Bowl

Fort St. Joseph Artifacts

Axe Head

Priest Cross

Fish Hooks

Gun Parts

Kettle

Knives Nails

Scissors

Tamahawk Dagger

Thimbles
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History of Slavery and The Underground Railroad
Within the heart of every slave was the irrepressible urge to be free.  Many did try to escape the system they knew to be unjust 
only to be returned and severely punished. The runaway slaves (now called freedom seekers) were also aware of the potential for 
placing their relatives who stayed behind at great risk or reprisal.  However, by 1850 it is estimated that as many as 50,000 freedom 
seekers had escaped to the north, only to again fear that their families could be returned to the South due to the enforcement of 
the 1793 Fugitive Slave Law.  

The Underground Railroad greatly increased the chances for escape.  It was a network of ‘stations’ (homes, carriage houses and 
barns) owned by Quaker abolitionists, as well as free black men and women and other sympathizers.  Freedom seekers traveled at 
night to avoid being seen and were given refuge at these safe locations during daylight hours.  The journey to Canada was long 
and difficult.  They traveled on foot and were often hidden in wagons beneath bags of grain or hidden under the fake floorboards 
to keep from being detected.

The Underground Railroad by Charles T. Webber (1891)
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Reading #1 The Underground Railroad
The Underground Railroad (UGRR) existed from 1830-1861, the start of the Civil War, and was neither underground nor a railroad. 
Rather it was a series of houses, barns, cellars and other hiding places that were stops for fugitive slaves on their journey north to 
freedom in Canada. 

Rail transportation was becoming popular in the early 1800’s and the UGRR adopted the terms. The routes that freedom seekers 
followed north were called lines. The places where they hid were called stations. Those who provided food and shelter at the 
station were called stationmasters, and those who carried freedom seekers to the next station were called conductors. Canada 
outlawed slavery in 1833 and became a beacon for freedom seekers everywhere. Escape from the deep south slave states was 
almost impossible. Most freedom seekers journeyed north on hundreds of lines from the border slave states of Kentucky, Virginia, 
North Carolina and Tennessee through the free states of Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York and Michigan, crossing 
into Canada at various sites. It is said that between 50,000 and 100,000 freedom seekers escaped bondage by 1861, many on the 
UGRR. 

Anti-slavery abolitionists of all races and religions participated in the Underground Railroad. Quakers were the first to declare 
slavery a ‘sin against man and God’ freeing their slaves in the late 1700’s. Many moved to free states to escape slavery and freedom 
seekers followed them. 

There was a large settlement of Quakers in Wayne County, Indiana, many of whom moved into Cass County, Michigan around 
1830, settling in Penn, Porter and Calvin Townships, known then as Young’s Prairie. Some of them became part of the Quaker 
Line of the UGRR. Freedom Seekers crossed the Ohio River at Cincinnati, were taken by conductors to stations along a route to 
Wayne County, IN up to Bristol, IN to Vandalia, Ml. Another route was called the Illinois Line. Freedom Seekers crossed the Ohio 
or Missouri Rivers and traveled north through Illinois to Chicago to Niles, Michigan and into Vandalia. Well known UGRR stations 
and stationmasters in the area were the homes of Stephen Bogue, William Jones, Ishmael Lee and the Carriage House of James E. 
Bonine. Conductors Zachariah Shugart and African American Henry Shepard took freedom seekers to the next station, the home 
of Dr. Nathan Thomas in Schoolcraft. From there they continued their journey to Battle Creek, then stops about 20 miles apart 
until they reached Detroit, where they crossed the Detroit River into Canada. 

Many free black families began arriving in Cass County in the mid-1800’s, purchasing land and creating thriving farms. They 
founded Chain Lake Baptist Church and Mt. Zion AME, formed anti-slavery societies and played an important role in the UGRR. It 
is said that over 1500 freedom seekers came through Vandalia on the Underground Railroad. Slave catchers weren’t far behind.
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Traveling on the Underground Railroad
1. In what state did you start your journey on the underground railroad?

2. Why did you decide to leave your home? 

3. What route did you take to get to Canada?

4. How did you make use of the lines and stations along the way?

5.  How did stationmasters and conductors help you?

6. Were there other people helpful to you along the way? Who were they and how did they help?

7. What were some ways in which runaway slaves could avoid being caught by slave catchers along the way?

8. Were you ever captured along the way? What happened?

9. How often did you stop along the way?

10. How did you feel when you reached Michigan and then Canada?
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Herb Hull’s Story

In the spring and summer, the clam fishers would settle in to dredge the St. Joe for clams. They would throw 

a series of lines and wire, sort of like hooks, off their big flat-bottomed boats. Then when the hooks were 

pulled along the river bottom, clams would grab ahold and be pulled up into the boats. The fishers would 

gather a pile of clams maybe six feet high and 10-12 feet in diameter. While they were fishing, the clam 

fishers lived in a huge teepee pitched on the side of the river, by the dump. In the winter, they moved back 

to town where they worked the clam shells into mother-of-pearl buttons for sale in the dry goods stores.
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Then, Now and Always...
The St. Joseph River Story

A PBS - Michiana Special Documentary

PBS Michiana - WNIT tells the story of the St. Joseph River, including the people, history, and life along this storied river from 
Hillsdale to Lake Michigan. We celebrate how it has shaped the region and continues to be an integral part of our community. This 
program was awarded the 54th Public Media Award in the cultural feature category. 

Teacher’s Guide

The instructional kit for Then, Now and Always... The St. Joseph River Story is designed primarily for elementary school students 
in Indiana and Michigan engaged in the study of their state. The kit includes a one-hour video about the people, history, and life 
along this storied river from Hillsdale, Michigan through South Bend, Indiana and northward into Lake Michigan. The video shows 
how the river has shaped the region and continues to be an integral part of communities in both Michigan and Indiana. The 
documentary is intended, in part, to accelerate a renewed appreciation of the St. Joseph River and to encourage people to cherish 
the river and preserve it as a resource for future generations. This teacher’s guide is designed to be used in association with the 
video.

Three video segments needed for the guide are found on our website at: wnit.org/river-teacher-guide. You can also download 
this teacher’s guide and other content from this link.

PBS Learning Media
Bring the World to Your Classroom

PBS LearningMedia™ is your destination for direct access to thousands of classroom-ready, curriculum-targeted digital resources 
aligned to Common Core and national and state standards.

Spur your students’ achievement and engagement through the use of audio recordings, documents, interactives, lesson plans, 
videos, and more! Browse by standards, grade level, subject area, and special collections then favorite and share resources with 
your class and colleagues. Best of all, PBS LearningMedia is free for PreK-12 educators and students.

PBS Michiana - WNIT and PBS have curated FREE  standards-aligned videos, interactives, lesson plans, and more just for Indiana 
and Michigan teachers like you.

indiana.pbslearningmedia.org

PBS Michiana - WNIT • PO Box 7034 • South Bend, IN 46634-7034
(574) 675-9648 • wnit@wnit.org

Visit us at wnit.org

http://wnit.org/river-teacher-guide
http://indiana.pbslearningmedia.org
http://wnit.org

