
Case Study #213 | Contested Histories

LAKE CALHOUN - BDE MAKA SKA
Minneapolis, MN, USA

44.94238, -93.31158

Image by Tony Webster via Flickr CC BY-SA 2.0

Executive Summary

In 2015, a citizen advisory committee including several Indigenous activists proposed that ‘Lake
Calhoun’—christened for John C. Calhoun, antebellum politician, slavery advocate, and proponent
of the Indian Removal Act—be restored to its original Dakota place name, ‘Bde Maka Ska’,
meaning ‘White Earth Lake’. What followed was a contentious legal battle spanning five years
and involving numerous community stakeholders, appellate and supreme courts, as well as local,
state, and federal government agencies. This case study examines the complex processes which
ultimately culminated in the lake’s renaming.
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Introduction
Minnesota is known as the land of 10,000 lakes. Minnesota Public Water No. 27-31 is located in1

Southwest Minneapolis, between the Uptown and Linden Hills neighbourhoods. It is the largest in
the Chain of Lakes regional park, which also includes Brownie Lake, Cedar Lake, Lake of the Isles,
and Lake Harriet, as well as several canals and the trails connected to Lyndale Park. Full of2

wildlife and flanked by piers, beaches, pedestrian paths, and bike trails, the lake serves as a
recreational centerpiece, offering sailing, swimming, kayaking, windsurfing, live music, and even
ice fishing and log rolling. From roughly 1820 to 2015, it was known to locals as ‘Lake Calhoun’.3

In 2015, the Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board (MPRB) put together a citizen advisory
committee as part of a $3.5 million renovation project for the Harriet-Calhoun parklands. On the
committee sat several descendants of Cloud Man, a Dakota elder who led a local settlement in the
early 1800s, around the time that surveyors sent by Secretary of War John C. Calhoun arrived to
set up Fort Snelling and christened ‘Lake Calhoun’. John C. Calhoun is known for advancing the
‘positive good’ argument, which advocated for slavery and is said to have contributed to the
outbreak of the American Civil War, as well as for founding the Indian Affairs Bureau and writing
initial proposals for the Indian Removal Act, which would separate 60,000 Native Americans from
their ancestral land and expose them to famine, disease, and death along the Trail of Tears.

In order to distance themselves from Calhoun’s legacy and to recognize Indigenous presence in
the area, the committee proposed that the lake be returned to its original Dakota place name, Bde
Maka Ska (pronounced buh-DAY’ muh-KAH’-skah ), meaning ‘White Earth Lake’. The Park Board4 5

erected signage bearing both the Calhoun and Bde Maka Ska names, and initiated the process to
formally change the lake’s legal name. A group of local property owners calling themselves ‘Save
Lake Calhoun' emerged to contest the change, led by venture capitalist Tom Austin and
represented by attorney Erick Kaardal. What followed was a contentious battle involving obscure
legal statutes; bureaucratic decision-making processes; a skirmish between state, federal, and
local authorities; and over five years of lawsuits and appeals.

Background

The lake formerly known as...

Minnesota Public Water No. 27-31 ‘has a long history of changing names’. Dakota presence in6

the area dates back centuries, during which time it was known as Bde Maka Ska. The earliest7

7 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
6 Elizabeth Shockman, "Minnesotans Fiercely Debate Name Change Of Minneapolis Lake," NPR, May 14, 2019.
5 Minneapolis Parks and Recreation Board, "Bde Maka Ska Park"
4 The Associated Press, "Supreme Court: DNR can change name of Lake Calhoun," GreatLakesNow, May 13, 2020
3 Minneapolis Parks and Recreation Board, "Bde Maka Ska Park"
2 Minneapolis Parks and Recreation Board, "Minneapolis Chain of Lakes Regional Park"
1 Elizabeth Shockman, "Minnesotans Fiercely Debate Name Change Of Minneapolis Lake," NPR, May 14, 2019.
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references to ‘Lake Calhoun’, meanwhile, were recorded around 200 years ago, when federal8

surveyors in the service of John C. Calhoun, Secretary of War at the time, arrived in 1820 to build
Fort Snelling at the intersection of the Mississippi and Minnesota rivers, just outside of
modern-day Minneapolis.9

Dakota chief Cloud Man was one of the city’s earliest inhabitants. He founded an agricultural
settlement near the lake between 1829 and 1839 on what is now Lakewood Cemetery, in
collaboration with Fort Snelling Indian agent Lawrence Taliaferro. In 1834, two missionary10

brothers by the name of Pond arrived with the goal of overwriting traditional Dakota culture and
converting village residents. In 1839, Cloud Man’s several-hundred strong band moved their
settlement to the neighboring Bloomington area, following incursions from the Ojibwe tribe. The
U.S.-Dakota War of 1862 (known by some as the Sioux Uprising) led to the mass imprisonment of
tribe members, and Cloud Man died in a Fort Snelling prison stockade in 1863.11

Efforts to recognize Cloud Man and broader Dakota presence in the area are not new, but little had
yet been done to commemorate Minneapolis’ Indigenous history. In 1930, the Daughters of
American Colonists erected an ‘obscure and rather vague plaque.’ In 2008, then-Mayor R.T.12

Rybak and Cloud Man descendant Syd Beane celebrated the city’s sesquicentennial with a pipe
ceremony, where Rybak announced a committee tasked with researching the history and
significance of Cloud Man’s Village and making recommendations for proper commemoration.13

John C. Calhoun and the Calhoun Name

John C. Calhoun (1782-1850) was an antebellum politician, serving at various points as a South
Carolina Senator, Secretary of War, Secretary of State, and Vice President of the United States.
During his career, Calhoun espoused the idea that the South was a 'minority section' requiring
special protections in the federal union, and that the institution of slavery constituted a 'positive
good', benefitting all parties involved. Though he never stated outright that the South should14

break away from the United States, his ideas and policies have been credited by historians for
influencing the South's secession from the Union during the American Civil War (1861-1865).15

In 2015, Dylann Roof, a 21-year old man identified as a white supremacist and neo-Nazi, opened
fire upon a Bible study class at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston,
South Carolina. Nine attendees were killed, making it the deadliest mass shooting at a place of

15 Ethan Rafuse, “John C. Calhoun: The Man Who Started the Civil War,” HistoryNet, October 1, 2002
14 Ethan Rafuse, “John C. Calhoun: The Man Who Started the Civil War,” HistoryNet, October 1, 2002
13 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
10 Steve Brandt, "Dakota descendants seek new name, reclaimed history at Calhoun," Star Tribune, August 30, 2015
9 David Chanen, "The state officially changes Lake Calhoun to Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, January 19, 2018
8 Miguel Otárola, "Minnesota DNR can rename Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska, high court rules," Star Tribune, May 13, 2020
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worship in the United States since 2001. The Charleston Church shooting sparked nationwide16

conversations about how the US should reckon with its racist and colonial past and present,
leading to widespread reconsideration of the commemoration of historical figures with contested
legacies—including South Carolina’s own John C. Calhoun. Most famously, in 2015 Yale University
launched an inquiry into its 'Calhoun College', which in 2017 was renamed after Grace Murray
Hopper, a computer scientist and Rear Admiral in the US Navy.17

Much of the contestation surrounding Calhoun’s legacy is centred on two issues: (1) his fervent
advocation for the institution of slavery, and (2) his proposal of ‘Indian removal’, which precipitated
the violent forced relocation of thousands of Native Americans along the Trail of Tears.

Calhoun not only owned dozens of enslaved people on his estate in South Carolina, he was also a
vocal supporter of and advocate for slavery. In 1837, he delivered a now-infamous address to the
Senate, wherien he argued that slavery is neither a moral conundrum nor a 'necessary evil', but
rather a 'positive good' which is 'indispensible to the peace and happiness' of all. This argument18

rested on the Aristotelian principle of 'natural slavery' and a firmly-held belief in natural racial
hierarchies. Calhoun believed that Black people were socially and genetically inferior, and
therefore incapable of prospering as a free people. He saw slavery as paternalistic institution
which safeguarded the economic interests of both slaveowners and the enslaved. He even went
so far as to argue that slavery was an essential feature of all civilised states, attributing the
greatness of ancient Greece and Rome to their practice of slavery.19

Calhoun also created the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1824, tasked with managing treaty20

negotiations, trade with 'Indians', and the oversight of residential schools, which have since been
exposed by scholars for inhumane treatment and continual attempts at the erasure of Indigenous
cultural identity. As Secretary of War, Calhoun devised the first plans for Indian removal in 1825.21

Though initially defeated in the House, Calhoun’s proposals were later repurposed for President22

Andrew Jackson's Indian Removal Act of 1830, which facilitated the forced displacement of
60,000 Native Americans between 1830 and 1850. Systematically dispossessed of their23

ancestral land, Indigenous communities were relocated to Western reservations that were
unfamiliar and largely unsuitable. Suffering from exposure, disease, and starvation, thousands
died during the arduous journey along what came to be known as the Trail of Tears.24

24 John Ehle, Trail of Tears: The Rise and Fall of the Cherokee Nation. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group (2011),  pp. 390–392

23 Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: The United States Government and the American Indians, University of Nebraska Press
(1995), pp. 241

22 Dictionary of American History, "Indian Removal,” Encyclopedia.com
21 Andrea Smith, "Soul Wound: The Legacy of Native American Schools," Amnesty International USA,  March 26, 2007

20 William S. Belko, “John C. Calhoun and the Creation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs: An Essay on Political Rivalry, Ideology, and
Policymaking in the Early Republic,” The South Carolina Historical Magazine 105, no. 3 (2004): 170–97

19 Ibid.
18 Clyde Wilson, “John C. Calhoun and Slavery as a ‘Positive Good’: What He Said,” Abbeville Institute, June 26, 2014
17 BBC News, “Yale renames Calhoun College amid controversy over slavery.” BBC News, February 12, 2017.

16 Sarah Bailey, “The Charleston shooting is the largest mass shooting in a house of worship since 1991,” The Washington Post, June
18, 2015
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History of the Contestation

While the lake’s history had been of interest to Indigenous activists in Minneapolis for several
years, contestation around the name began in 2015 when the Minneapolis Park & Recreation
Board (MPRB) amended the lake’s signs, adding ‘Bde Maka Ska’ alongside ‘Lake Calhoun’.25

Sensitive to nationwide debates around historical legacies of racism and colonialism, they also
appointed a citizens advisory committee to address ‘historic and contemporary cultural concerns’
as part of a $3.5 million renovation project of the Harriet-Calhoun parklands.26

Three descendants of Cloud Man sat on the panel: Kate Beane, a member of the Flandreau Santee
Sioux tribe, filmmaker, and public historian whose research focused on her family’s efforts to27

retain their cultural identity in the settler colonial state of Minneapolis; her sister, Carly Bad28

Heart Bull, executive director of the Native Ways Federation; and Lisa Ferguson. Together with29

Constance Pepin, a resident of the Linden Hills neighbourhood, they worked to recognize Dakota
heritage both at the site and across Minneapolis. The first step was to restore the lake’s original30

Dakota name, a proposal which garnered over 4,000 signatures in an online petition.31

In an effort to mend some damage wreaked by colonial naming practices, many ‘postcolonial’
Western countries have attempted to acknowledge precolonial names—a complex process often
fraught with issues of identity and power in multicultural societies. For Beane, this was not an32

attempt to give the lake a new name, but to restore its rightful title. ‘I see it as a name reclamation’,
she said. ‘It’s a recognition of the name we gave this space as the original settlers who lived here
far longer’. At the same time, she drew attention to pain and suffering associated with Calhoun33

and his legacy. ’This man was not just in favor of slavery, he promoted it. He was not just in favor
of indigenous genocide, he actively contributed to it by drafting the Indian Removal Act’.34

Bad Heart Bull stressed the importance of education and inclusivity, and of the role that
geographic place names play in Indigenous and African American experiences of the city:

My Dakota son and other young people of color and indigenous youth deserve to see themselves
being recognized and celebrated in this city… Our indigenous and African-American youth should
not have to walk down the streets with names that celebrate people who pushed for the
subjugation of and violence against the bodies of their ancestors. None of us should have to.35

35 Miguel Otárola, "Minneapolis Park Board renames Calhoun parkways after Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, August 22, 2019
34 Matt Sepic, “Rename Calhoun? Most at meeting say yes,” MPR News, October 18, 2017
33 Steve Brandt, "Dakota descendants seek new name, reclaimed history at Calhoun," Star Tribune, August 30, 2015

32 Daniel Andersson, "Indigenous Place-Names in (Post)colonial Contexts: The Case of Ubmeje in Northern Sweden," Scandinavian
Studies 92, no. 1 (2020): 104-26

31 Ibid.
30 Steve Brandt, "Dakota descendants seek new name, reclaimed history at Calhoun," Star Tribune, August 30, 2015
29 Andrew Hazzard, "Floyd’s death a tipping point for Calhoun names," Southwest Journal, July 9, 2020
28 Steve Brandt, "Dakota descendants seek new name, reclaimed history at Calhoun," Star Tribune, August 30, 2015
27 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
26 Steve Brandt, "Dakota descendants seek new name, reclaimed history at Calhoun," Star Tribune, August 30, 2015
25 Andrew Hazzard, "Floyd’s death a tipping point for Calhoun names," Southwest Journal, July 9, 2020
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Ultimately, said Beane, ‘I think it's important to honor and respect Dakota language in this land.
And we want to create a space where we can come together, where we can all feel welcome and
feel proud of the places in which we live.’36

Decision-Making Processes

Recommendation to Rename and Community Responses

In May 2017, the Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board (MPRB) voted unanimously in favor of the
committee’s proposal to restore the lake’s Dakota name. The decision then passed to the37

Hennepin County Board, who could vote to officially adopt Bde Maka Ska, keep Lake Calhoun, or
pick another name entirely. To become official, their decision would need to be approved at state38

level by the commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR), and again at
federal level by the US Board on Geographic Names (BGN).39

In October 2017, the Hennepin County Board hosted a public hearing so that community
members could comment on the proposed name change. Most speakers (more than 20) were in40

favor of the change, once again pointing to Calhoun’s advocation for slavery and Indigenous
removal, as well as the possibility for broader recognition of Dakota history in the city. During the41

hearing, Beane herself insisted, ‘Our lake is not a brand. It’s time that we be consulted and be part
of this process’. Other locals, like Harvey Zuchman, didn’t understand why the lake was named42

after a man who never stepped foot in Minnesota in the first place, and felt that the Dakota name
would be more inclusive, sending a message that all are welcome in Minneapolis. Tracy43

Nordstrom, for one, hoped that the ‘music of the words’ Bde Maka Ska would incite curiosity to
learn more about the area’s history and affirm ‘the diversity that surrounds us’.44

Still, three speakers did contest the change. Arlene Ford, for example, worried that the renaming
would be ‘costly, confusing and disruptive’, while Lawrence Saltzman claimed that current signage
bearing both names did enough to recognize dual histories at the site. Another man feared that45

the name change would open a ‘Pandora’s box’, asking ‘Where does it end? There is a practical
limit before we completely destroy ourselves’.46

46 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
42 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
41 Ibid.
40 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
38 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
37 Cat Whipple, "Minneapolis groups seeks to rename Columbus Avenue to Oyate," The Circle, July 5, 2021
36 Elizabeth Shockman, "Minnesotans Fiercely Debate Name Change Of Minneapolis Lake," NPR, May 14, 2019.

PAGE 6



Case Study #213 | Contested Histories

Some residents living in neighborhoods flanking the lake held split views. Interviewed by
Elizabeth Shockman for NPR, long-time friends Sharon Bottorff and Barbara Lordi were in
disagreement about the lake’s name. Bottorff wanted to keep Calhoun, if somewhat reticently:
‘Well, I have a hard time with changing the names of things because of judging people from a
different time and a different setting… [But] I had no idea what Lake Calhoun was - who it was
named after. God, how much do I want to advocate for this racist, you know?’ Lordi, on the other47

hand, proposed that perhaps she and Bottorff, both white women, were not the people best
positioned to decide the lake’s fate; the choice should fall to ‘someone with native history - and it
is more powerful and more painful for them to see the name Calhoun’.48

Barbara Olson, a member of the Park Board’s community advisory committee, also felt that the
area’s homeowners shouldn’t have a monopoly on decision-making over the lake’s name. ‘The lake
belongs to all of us here’, she said. ‘The people who live around the lake don’t own the lake.’49

On November 28, 2017, the Hennepin County Board voted 4-3 in favor of the resolution,
submitting their request that the state’s DNR take the necessary steps to change the name.50

‘Save Lake Calhoun’

A group emerged to oppose the change, calling itself ‘Save Lake Calhoun’. It was chaired and
largely funded by Tom Austin, a venture capitalist and longtime resident of the nearby Linden
Hills neighborhood. In an opinion comment submitted to the Star Tribune, Austin argued that he
didn’t take issue with the name itself so much as how it had been changed, specifically the way
that ‘everyday Minnesotans’ had been ‘bullied by the elites’:

Everyday Minnesotans just want to be left alone and not bullied into changing the names of our
lakes, our streets, our schools, our landmarks and our cities. We’re sick of the “holier than thou”
morality tone coming from politicians, media and activists… The fight for Lake Calhoun was never
about relishing the name of John Calhoun, the guy who was on the wrong side of the moral
argument for slavery. The fight is about the unfairness of the renaming effort and how everyday
Minnesotans got ignored. Local politicians, lobbyists, the media and political activists hijacked the
renaming process — and ignored how the majority of Minnesotans felt about Lake Calhoun.51

Austin claimed to have personally spoken to 350 neighborhood residents, 95% of whom told him
that they did not support the change.52

Erick Kaardal, the attorney representing the group, initiated legal action following the Hennepin
County Board’s decision. In a letter sent to DNR Commissioner Tom Landwehr on January 9, 2018,
Kaardal urged him to reject the Board’s request. He argued against the legality of the name

52 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
51 Tom Austin, "Why I funded the lawsuit to save the name Lake Calhoun," Star Tribune, April 30, 2019
50 Dylan Thomas, "State approves Lake Calhoun name change," Southwest Journal, January 18, 2018
49 Nate Gotlieb, "Residents voice opinions on changing name of Lake Calhoun," Southwest Journal, October 18, 2017
48 Ibid.
47 Elizabeth Shockman, "Minnesotans Fiercely Debate Name Change Of Minneapolis Lake," NPR, May 14, 2019.
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change, citing a 1925 law (Minnesota Statute 83A.05) which established that only the
legislature—not the commissioner or the DNR—possesses the authority to change the names of
water bodies whose current names have existed in public record for more than 40 years.53 54

He also argued that changing the name would adversely affect home and business owners in the
lake’s vicinity, many of whom opposed the change: along with his letter, he submitted a petition of
318 signatures from 334 property owners. He claimed that losing the Calhoun name would be
damaging to the economic welfare and trademark recognition of local businesses, and that those
in support of the proposal had not sufficiently demonstrated their basis for the name change, nor
their own vested interest in the lake. However, Luke Breen, the owner of a local business which55

had changed its name from Calhoun Cycle to Perennial Cycle in 2016, stated publicly that the
company had done so specifically to disassociate itself from John C. Calhoun. He continued, ‘It
makes absolutely zero difference to me if the lake’s name changed’.56

Like Austin, Kaardal insisted that resistance to the Bde Maka Ska name had less to do with the
name itself than with what he considered the improper methods taken to adopt it. ‘The problem
with words is that they can be repurposed’, he said in an interview. ‘Now, Calhoun has become a
rallying cry for people who don’t want public officials to violate the law’.57

Nevertheless, on January 18, 2018, Landwehr formally ordered that Lake Calhoun be restored to
its Dakota name, Bde Maka Ska. In his decision, Landwehr reiterated that the DNR is only58

responsible for rubber-stamping geographic names once the respective county has considered a
proposed change, gathered public input, and voted on the resolution—a process he was confident
the Hennepin County Board had followed. He addressed Kaardal’s invocation of the 1925 law59

directly, citing precedent from 1940 wherein the attorney general had authorized the state’s
Geographical Board to rename lakes after the 40 year period had elapsed, a power which was
later transferred to the DNR.60

Following Landwehr’s decision, the name still needed to be approved by the US Board on
Geographic Names (BGN), a body created in 1890 to maintain uniform geographic name usage
across all federal documents and maps. However, according to Landwehr, the state intended to61

keep ‘Bde Maka Ska’ regardless of the federal government’s decision.62

62 Sameer Rao, "Minnesota Changes Lake Calhoun to Original Dakota Name, Bde Maka Ska," Colorlines, January 19, 2018
61 United States Geographical Survey (USGS), "U.S. Board on Geographic Names"

60 Official decision issued by Tom Landwehr: State of Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Names of Geographic Features
Order on The Proposed Renaming of Lake Calhoun, Minnesota Public Water No. 27-31 in Hennepin County, Minnesota to Bde Maka
Ska, dated January 18, 2018

59 David Chanen, "The state officially changes Lake Calhoun to Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, January 19, 2018. According to
Commissioner Marion Greene , Park Board organized 60 town-hall (public) meetings over 27 months.

58 Sameer Rao, "Minnesota Changes Lake Calhoun to Original Dakota Name, Bde Maka Ska," Colorlines, January 19, 2018
57 Miguel Otárola, "Is it Bde Maka Ska or Lake Calhoun? Official name of Minneapolis lake still unsettled," Star Tribune, June 2, 2019
56 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
55 Letter to Commissioner Tom Landwehr, sent January 9, 2018 from Erick Kaardal at the offices of Mohrman, Kaardal, and Erickson
54 Minnesota Statutes 83A.05 to 83A.07, "Changing and Giving Names to Water Bodies"
53 Miguel Otárola, "Minnesota DNR can rename Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska, high court rules," Star Tribune, May 13, 2020
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There was already strong precedent for the BGN to approve the change, local disagreement
notwithstanding. Their job often entails moving away not only from offensive names (e.g.,
Washington’s ‘Squaw Creek’, now known as ‘Swaram Creek’ ), but also from figures whose63

legacies have not aged well. In 2016, for example, they renamed a peak in South Dakota which
had been named after Brigadier General William S Harney, known as the 'Squaw Killer' for his
involvement in the 1855 massacre of Sioux peoples at the Battle of Ash Hollow. Despite64

objections from both state and county officials, the BGN voted in favor of the name change, which
had been proposed by a local Oglala Lakota Elder. ‘Harney Peak’ is now known as ‘Black Elk
Peak’, after another Lakota Elder.65

In June 2018, the BGN officially approved the ‘Bde Maka Ska’ proposal and began to update
federal maps and documents to reflect the original Dakota name.66

Lawsuit and Appeal

After Landwehr announced his decision in January, Kaardal initiated a lawsuit on behalf of Save
Lake Calhoun, hoping that the state’s appellate court might overturn the DNR’s decision.67

The Minnesota Attorney General’s Office argued on behalf of the state’s authority to change the
name, insisting that the Calhoun name had been removed ‘to alleviate the pain of that history68

and celebrate instead the dignity of those who originally named the lake’.69

On April 29, 2019, a three-judge panel from the Minneapolis State Court of Appeals ruled that
Landwehr did not have the authority to rename Minnesota Public Water No. 27-31. The court’s
ruling cited the same statue Kaardal had invoked in his letter, affirming that the 1925 law
‘unambiguously, denies authority for the DNR to change the name of a lake which has existed for
40 years’ —only the Legislature could make such a change. The lake’s name was therefore70 71

legally to remain Calhoun, at least at state level.72

In subsequent statements, the DNR maintained that they were well within their rights to change
the name, as they had done many times before—especially when the names in question included
racial epithets or other offensive terms. In 2017, for example, Landwehr himself had presided over
the renaming of a lake in Washington County from the derogatory ‘Half-Breed Lake’ to ‘Keewahtin

72 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
71 Andrew Hazzard, "Supreme Court to hear Bde Maka Ska case," Southwest Journal, November 13, 2019
70 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
69 Miguel Otárola, "Minnesota DNR can rename Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska, high court rules," Star Tribune, May 13, 2020
68 Andrew Hazzard, "Supreme Court to hear Bde Maka Ska case," Southwest Journal, November 13, 2019
67 Andrew Hazzard, "Supreme Court to hear Bde Maka Ska case," Southwest Journal, November 13, 2019
66 Tim Harlow, "Feds now recognize Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, July 16, 2018
65 Brian Clark Howard, "Highest Point East of Rockies Renamed for Native American," National Geographic, August 12, 2016
64 Jonathan Ellis, "Feds change Harney Peak to Black Elk Peak, South Dakota's highest point," USA News Today

63 Meeting minutes from the Eight Hundred and Fourth Meeting of the US Board on Geographic Names Domestic Names Committee,
University of Washington-Tacoma, Tacoma, Washington, June 21, 2018, pp. 6
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Lake’. They worried that the appellate court’s ruling would preclude the possibility of changing73

the names of such bodies of water after 40 years.74

Further, as Jess Richards, Assistant Commissioner of the DNR, noted, this decision impacted only
the state level, while the Dakota name would remain on federal maps and documents: ‘Absent a
change by the Board on Geographic Names, the federal name for the lake will continue to be Bde
Maka Ska’. The BGN seemed to have no plan to change the name back to Lake Calhoun.75 76

The change would also have little effect on signage around the lake, which falls under the sole
purview of the MPRB. Park Board President Brad Bourn did not mince words when voicing his77

disappointment in the appellate court’s ruling. ‘While it saddens me that 318 property “owners”
on stolen Dakota land around Bde Maka Ska calling themselves “Save Lake Calhoun” have
prevailed at this stage,’ he said, ‘I know that we’re standing on the right side of history and that its
arc bends towards justice’. He added that the Park Board would not be changing signs, nor78 79 80

spending any public resources to ‘honor the blood-soaked legacy of John C. Calhoun’. ‘The most81

beautiful lake in Minneapolis has been called Bde Maka Ska for generations before white settlers
stole it from the Dakota. It will continue to be Bde Maka Ska for generations to come’.82

In fact, the Park Board did everything they could to affirm the Dakota name, going so far as to
rename the four parkways encircling the lake. Under their sole jurisdiction, West Calhoun
Boulevard, Calhoun Drive, and East and West Lake Calhoun parkways became West Bde Maka
Ska Boulevard, Bde Maka Ska Drive, and East and West Bde Maka Ska parkways, respectively.83

Lynette Davis, a resident living opposite the lake on what is now West Lake Calhoun Parkway,
opposed the name because she found it difficult to pronounce and feared that she might be
inconvenienced by changing her address on important documents like her passport and mortgage.

Still, Bourn was steadfast in his decision, saying, ‘I understand that there’s an impact for folks,84

but it’s just such a small impact faced with the questions that we’re asking... No, we won’t solve
the world’s ills through taking this step, but how can we not at this point?’85

Mayor Jacob Frey was also vocal about his distaste for the Calhoun name. In a tweet posted the
day of the ruling, Frey wrote: ‘I will continue to call Bde Maka Ska by its rightful name. That was
the lake’s name before people who look like me renamed it to honor a slavery apologist and — as
far as I’m concerned — that is still its name today’.86

86 Miguel Otárola, "Is it Bde Maka Ska or Lake Calhoun? Official name of Minneapolis lake still unsettled," Star Tribune, June 2, 2019
85 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
83 Miguel Otárola, "Minneapolis Park Board renames Calhoun parkways after Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, August 22, 2019
82 Andrew Hazzard, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun again, appeals court rules," Southwest Journal, April 29, 2019
81 Miguel Otárola, "Is it Bde Maka Ska or Lake Calhoun? Official name of Minneapolis lake still unsettled," Star Tribune, June 2, 2019
80 Ibid.
79 Elizabeth Shockman, "Calhoun or Bde Maka Ska? Lake name in limbo," MPR News, April 30, 2019
78 Andrew Hazzard, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun again, appeals court rules," Southwest Journal, April 29, 2019
77 David Chanen, "The state officially changes Lake Calhoun to Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, January 19, 2018
76 Elizabeth Shockman, "Calhoun or Bde Maka Ska? Lake name in limbo," MPR News, April 30, 2019
75 Andrew Hazzard, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun again, appeals court rules," Southwest Journal, April 29, 2019
74 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
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Kaardal claimed that these statements constituted acts of ‘public official civil disobedience’. He87

and his Save Lake Calhoun clients considered the ruling ‘a really important decision’, serving as a88

reminder that elected officials have to follow proper procedure and consult community members
before changing public names. ‘The moral of the story is that, you know, public officials violating
the law is not part of our Minnesota tradition. Don't violate the law; that's not how Minnesota
works’. He called it ‘a win for holding the system accountable’, yet also added that now ‘We89

don’t have to pronounce Bde Maka Ska’.90

Efforts by State Legislature

Defeated in court, several Minnesota lawmakers attempted to write the name ‘Bde Maka Ska’ into
Minnesota law. All of Minneapolis’ 15 state legislators were already on record in support of the
change, having submitted their own petition to Landwehr stating that the Calhoun name ‘was
chosen to dignify a man that represents a very undignified part of our American experience’.91

House Representative Jamie Becker-Finn, DFL-Roseville, was responsible for adding an
amendment to a House environment bill that would grant the DNR authority to change the lake’s
name, even after 40 years, which she saw as an important step towards ‘recognizing the
indigenous history that's in the land and the waters in Minnesota’.92

Other Democratic representatives were also in favor of moving the decision forward via the
Legislature. Rep. Jamie Long, DFL-Minneapolis, said that this was a ‘settled issue in [his] district’,
which runs alongside the lake’s eastern shore and had ‘broad popular support for changing the
name’. Rep. Mary Kunesh-Podein, DFL-New Brighton, herself partly Indigenous, also stressed93

that it was important ‘to acknowledge and remember that this was indigenous land and it still is
indigenous land, and that by renaming this lake to Bde Maka Ska we are acknowledging the
existence and the value of our indigenous communities’.94

However, Senate lawmakers like Majority Leader Paul Gazelka, R-Nisswa, didn’t share this
opinion. He didn’t believe that a legal amendment was the best way to address the lake’s name,
once again stressing the importance of following proper process. ‘Whether they’re going to
replace one name with another, or whether they’re going to have two names side by side or not
change them at all, I really believe that should have been a legislative decision from the very
beginning’. At the same time, he indicated that he would ‘much prefer to have people weigh in95

and have much more dialogue than just adding an amendment to a bill’ and stated a preference

95 Ibid.
94 Ibid.
93 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
92 Elizabeth Shockman, "Calhoun or Bde Maka Ska? Lake name in limbo," MPR News, April 30, 2019
91 Dylan Thomas, "State approves Lake Calhoun name change," Southwest Journal, January 18, 2018
90 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
89 Elizabeth Shockman, "Calhoun or Bde Maka Ska? Lake name in limbo," MPR News, April 30, 2019
88 Andrew Hazzard, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun again, appeals court rules," Southwest Journal, April 29, 2019
87 Ibid.
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for either keeping the Calhoun name or finding some ‘compromise’ between the two: ‘I think the
solution going forward is something about sharing some of the things in our culture’.96

On April 30, 2019, a Senate committee defeated the amendment that would have granted the
DNR the authority to rename the lake.97

Once again, Kate Beane and others working to restore the Dakota name were left disappointed. ‘A
lot of people worked incredibly hard for this name restoration to take place. It was a long process’,
she said. ‘I think that there's a lot of frustration right now from community members who feel like
their voices aren't being heard’.98

Minnesota Supreme Court Decision and Response

In May 2019, the DNR petitioned the state Supreme Court to review the lower court of appeals’
decision, citing the fact that they had changed the names of state geographic features over twenty
times in the past decade, without ever sparking the same level of fierce debate. The petition99

read: ‘The Decision strips DNR of authority to alter lake names that are older than 40 years,
leaving no entity with such authority and consigning the State to abide by offensive, misspelled,
and redundant lake names forever’. In the land of 10,000 lakes, such names abound—take100

Savage Lake in Little Canada, or Redskin Lake in northern Minnesota, for example.101

The Minnesota Supreme Court heard arguments on the case in November 2019. In May 13,102

2020, the divided court ruled 5-2 that the DNR commissioner did have the statutory authority to
change the lake’s name and that, once again, ‘Under Minnesota law, the body of water that was103

Lake Calhoun is now Bde Maka Ska’. Writing on behalf of the majority, Justice Daivd Lillehaug104

wrote that ‘the law since 1937 has been that the state board—now the Commissioner—has the
power to name and rename lakes, streams, places, and geographic figures, regardless of the age
of their names’.105

Chief Justice Lorie Gildea and Justice G. Barry Anderson lodged the two dissenting votes, arguing
that the decision would give ‘unbounded power to change the name of every lake in Minnesota’
and that ‘changing the names of all of our 10,000-plus lakes every time the political winds blow a
certain direction undermines stability that residents and communities need’.106

106 Ibid.
105 Ibid.
104 Miguel Otárola, "Minnesota DNR can rename Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska, high court rules," Star Tribune, May 13, 2020
103 The Associated Press, "Supreme Court: DNR can change name of Lake Calhoun," GreatLakesNow, May 13, 2020
102 Andrew Hazzard, "Supreme Court to hear Bde Maka Ska case," Southwest Journal, November 13, 2019
101 Ibid.
100 Miguel Otárola, "Is it Bde Maka Ska or Lake Calhoun? Official name of Minneapolis lake still unsettled," Star Tribune, June 2, 2019
99 Shockman, Elizabeth, "Minnesotans Fiercely Debate Name Change Of Minneapolis Lake," NPR, May 14, 2019.
98 Ibid.
97 Ibid.
96 Elizabeth Shockman, "Calhoun or Bde Maka Ska? Lake name in limbo," MPR News, April 30, 2019
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Responses to the Supreme Court’s ruling were, as usual, split. Kaardal lamented the fact that Save
Lake Calhoun had already spent tens of thousands of dollars fighting the case. Now, he said, ‘It’s
sort of the end of the road. There’s no fight left to this dog’.107

Minneapolis’ Indigenous community saw the decision as a victory that gave them hope for the
future, but continued to stress the importance of ongoing education about the region’s Indigenous
history. Still, Bad Heart Bull said she was just grateful that future generations would know the
true history of this place, not calling the lake by any other name than theirs. ‘For so long the108

indigenous stories of this land have been silenced at least to the broader community… It's time for
our language, our stories as Dakota people, as indigenous people of this land be lifted up,
acknowledged and celebrated’.109

Minnesota Lt. Governor Peggy Flanagan, herself a member of the White Earth Nation of Ojibwe,
tweeted, ‘This ruling acknowledges the history and value of Indigenous people. It’s an asset to
parents and caregivers of Native kids trying to ensure our children grow up in a world that knows
we have always been here… We’re still here. We will always be here’.110

Institutional responses highlighted the decision-making processes at play. The DNR released a
statement reiterating how important it is that state and local governments ‘be able to work
together to address confusing, unsettled, or derogatory names’. Similarly, Minnesota Attorney111

General Keith Ellison said the ruling ‘confirms that we have a reliable mechanism for renaming
places that evoke or celebrate racist parts of our past’ and that ‘we now have a sure way to reflect
our values today and to pass along the state we want our children to inherit tomorrow’.112

George Floyd and Reassessment of the Calhoun Name in Minneapolis

Ongoing debate at the lake precipitated a trickle-down effect across other Minneapolis landmarks
bearing Calhoun’s name, especially amongst private entities who could quickly change their
names without jumping through legal and legislative hoops. The Lake Calhoun Sailing School, for
example, became the Minneapolis Sailing Center in 2018, with executive director Ted Salzman
saying, ‘We had no real issue changing our name. We wanted to be at the forefront of inclusivity’.

Also in 2018, the Calhoun Area Residents Group (CARAG) became ‘South Uptown’, while in113

late 2019, residents of East Calhoun voted to rename their neighborhood association from East
Calhoun Community Organization to the more innocuous acronym ‘ECCO’.114

114 Zac Farber, "West Calhoun’s new name aims to recognize Dakota heritage," Southwest Journal, July 17, 2020
113 Rochelle Olson and Torey Van Oot, "Bde Maka Ska is Lake Calhoun, Court of Appeals rules Monday," Star Tribune, April 29, 2019
112 Miguel Otárola, "Minnesota DNR can rename Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska, high court rules," Star Tribune, May 13, 2020
111 The Associated Press, "Supreme Court: DNR can change name of Lake Calhoun," GreatLakesNow, May 13, 2020.
110 The Associated Press, "Supreme Court: DNR can change name of Lake Calhoun," GreatLakesNow, May 13, 2020
109 Tim Harlow, "Feds now recognize Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, July 16, 2018
108 Ibid.
107 Ibid.
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The movement to change the Calhoun name picked up significant steam after May 2020, when
African American Minneapolis resident George Floyd was murdered by police officer Derek
Chauvin. His death sparked worldwide protests, fostered the broader resurgence of Black Lives115

Matter activism, and ignited spirited public debates about how and if municipalities should
commemorate historical figures with overtly racist or otherwise contentious legacies. Public116

outcry erupted across Minneapolis in the weeks following his death, leading several large
institutions in the city—including Calhoun Square, the Calhoun Beach Club, and the Calhoun
Towers apartments—to reassess and ultimately change their names.117

The importance of the Bde Maka Ska case should not be understated here; George Floyd’s murder
was the tipping point which pushed action on a debate that had long been raging in the city.
According to Colleen O’Brien, a leasing specialist at Calhoun Towers, it all started with the lake:
‘When Lake Calhoun changed, we knew we were going to take Calhoun out of the name’. ‘It’s118

something we’ve been hoping would happen for a long time’, said Bad Heart Bull. ‘Like many
issues that are being elevated right now, this isn’t a new conversation, but there are more people
joining the conversation’.119

Following the Supreme Court’s ruling, neighborhoods around the lake began to change their
names as well. On July 14, 2020, the West Calhoun Neighborhood Council (WCNC) voted
unanimously 8-0 to rename themselves West Maka Ska, becoming the last neighborhood to
distance itself from Calhoun and the first to embrace the original Dakota name. Perhaps120

learning from the lake debate, this decision only came after hearing from nearly two dozen
residents, all of whom supported the change. Still, this process also required a sensitivity to the121

difficulty of making public decisions based solely on property ownership. In May 2019, the results
of a survey were released wherein 35/65 residents (54%) had voted to keep the West Calhoun
name. However, justifying the decision, board president Allan Campbell argued that the survey
had disproportionately reflected the views of homeowners, and therefore wasn’t ‘representative of
the neighborhood’ as a whole.122

Following suit in July 2021, residents of East Calhoun decided that the ECCO acronym still ‘had
implications of Calhoun in the name’ and voted to rename themselves East Bde Maka Ska, based
on a survey of 547 residents in which 75% voted in favor of the name change. Association Board
President Lee Todd directly tied this decision to the activism which followed George Floyd’s death:

122 Ibid.
121 Ibid.
120 Zac Farber, "West Calhoun’s new name aims to recognize Dakota heritage," Southwest Journal, July 17, 2020
119 Ibid.
118 Ibid.
117 Andrew Hazzard, "Floyd’s death a tipping point for Calhoun names," Southwest Journal, July 9, 2020
116 Ibid.
115 The New York Times, "How George Floyd Died, and What Happened Next," The New York Times, October 5, 2021
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There's more sensitivity to racial issues and systemic racial issues as a result of the George Floyd
incident… That influenced the neighbors to take a look at this and say, “You know, we ought to make
sure this thing gets changed to a name that the neighborhood could be proud of”.123

Summary and Conclusions

Today, many continue to call the lake by both names, Lake Calhoun and Bde Maka Ska, sometimes
even in the same breath. The sign at the parking lot’s entrance also continues to bear both names.

On its surface, Lake Calhoun-Bde Maka Ska appears to present a straightforward case, about the
restoration of an Indigenous place name and the troubled legacy of a public figure whose ideas
have aged terribly. But in reality, it turned out to be far more complicated, sparking a contentious
and expensive legal battle spanning five years and involving both appellate and supreme courts
as well as local, state, and federal government agencies.

This case demonstrates the complex dynamics of sites with multiple overlapping jurisdictions,
histories, and identities. It emphasizes the importance of following due process for community
consultation, while also pointing to the difficulties policy-makers often face in defining and
soliciting feedback from stakeholder groups. Who should have ownership over public bodies of
water: property owners, or those with a personal or historical connection to them? In other words,
is geography alone a strong enough basis for decision-making authority?

In general, these contestations shed light on the perennial importance of geographical names and
the deep personal meanings attributed to maps. Members of Save Lake Calhoun routinely framed
their fight as an effort to ‘put Lake Calhoun back on the map’ , while local news articles bore124

headlines like ‘Lake Calhoun is officially off the map’. This friction reminds us that borders, place125

names, and the maps which record them are not static; they are human-made designations
grafted over and on top of the environment’s natural topography, palimpsests which reflect not
only different configurations of space, but also of societal values at a given time.

Dakota activism in Minneapolis is situated within broader Indigenous struggles for recognition,
rights, and land reparations in the ongoing settler colonial societies of the United States and
Canada. The Lake Calhoun-Bde Maka Ska case demonstrates the importance of continual126

education around Indigenous history, not only to inspire local residents to see beyond the
inconvenience such name changes may cause them, but also to more broadly acknowledge the
myriad Indigenous histories of sites across the country. Finally, this case highlights the role that
intersectional and anti-racist activism can play in meaningfully moving the needle on
long-standing debates about contested histories in public spaces across the globe.

126 Sarah De Leeuw and Sarah Hunt, "Unsettling decolonizing geographie," Geography Compass 12, no. 7 (2018): e12376
125 Tim Harlow, "Feds now recognize Lake Calhoun as Bde Maka Ska," Star Tribune, July 16, 2018
124 Tom Austin, "Why I funded the lawsuit to save the name Lake Calhoun," Star Tribune, April 30, 2019
123 Faiza Mahamud, "Minneapolis' East Calhoun neighborhood to change name," Star Tribune, July 22, 2021
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Research contributed by Madeline Routon

Last updated May 2022

Timeline of Events
● Pre-1800s - Minnesota Public Water No. 27-31 is known by its Dakota name, 'Bde Maka

Ska', meaning ‘White Earth Lake’
● 1820s - First recorded instance of the ‘Lake Calhoun’ name, chosen by white settlers

setting up Fort Snelling under the direction of John C. Calhoun
● 2015 - Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board (MPRB) forms a citizens advisory committee

as part of a $3.5 million renovation project of the Harriet-Calhoun Parklands. The
committee recommends restoring the original Dakota name, Bde Maka Ska. MPRB erects
signage bearing both the Lake Calhoun and Bde Maka Ska names.

● May 2017 - MPRB votes unanimously in favor of the committee’s proposal to restore the
lake’s Dakota name

● October 2017 - Hennepin County Board hosts public hearing for community comment on
the potential name change

● November 2017 - Hennepin County Board votes 4-3 in favor of the resolution and asks
the state Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to officially change the name

● January 9, 2018 - Eric Kaardal, attorney representing a group called ‘Save Lake Calhoun’,
initiates legal action in the form of a letter to DNR commissioner Tom Landwehr urging him
to reject the Hennepin County Board’s request

● January 18, 2018 - DNR Commissioner Landwehr formally orders that Lake Calhoun
revert to its Dakota name, Bde Maka Ska

● June 2018 - US Board on Geographic Names (BGN) officially approves the name change at
the federal level

● April 29, 2019 - Minneapolis State Court of Appeals rules that Landwehr and the DNR did
not possess the authority to rename Minneapolis Public Water No. 27-31, because only
the state legislature can change names that have been on public record for more than
(referring to statutes 83A.05 to 83A.07 in the state’s legal code)

● April 30, 2019 - Minneapolis Senate committee defeats an amendment which would
retroactively grant the DNR the authority to rename the lake

● May 2019 - DNR petitions the Minneapolis Supreme Court to review the lower court of
appeals’ decision

● November 2019 - Minneapolis Supreme Court hears arguments on the case
● May 2020 - Minneapolis Supreme Court rules 5-2 that DNR commissioner Landwehr did

have the statutory authority to change the lake’s name and that, legally, the body of water
formerly known as Lake Calhoun was once again Bde Maka Ska.
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