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both the Cree and the Ojibwa, especially after the first epidemics of 

influenza swept the colony. 

Ojibwa decisions to become baptised covered a wide spectrum of 

attitudes and experiences. Many of the seeming conversions were 

incorporated into the existing native religion and world view, and 

Christian rituals were used for native purposes. In some cases the Ojibwa 

believed the influenza was caused by a distant sorcerer, and people turned 

to the powers of the missionaries after their own shamans had failed to 

cure or prevent the disease. One former shaman related to Cockran how 

a mystical experience led to his conversion to Christianity. During the 

summer of 1835, one of the shaman's sons fell ill. The boy's mother, 

who had attended Cockran's meetings, lost her confidence in native 

medicine. The shaman allowed her to take the child to be baptised by 

Cockran. The night after the baptism the shaman had a vision that two 

people clothed in white healed his son. The next day his son began a full 

recovery. The man was convinced of the power of the gospel, decided 

to have a monogamous Christian marriage, become baptized and lead "an 

orderly & pious life".80 

Some Ojibwa considered their turn to Christianity as a switch in 

alliance from native spirits to the Christian god. One man resisted 

baptism and conversion because he was afraid he would lose his hunting 

skills, which he considered as gifts from his guardian spirits.81 Another, 

who was unsuccessful in hunting, believed the spirits had fled from the 

area and abandoned him because his family members had betrayed them 

by converting to Christianity. H e therefore turned to Christianity when 

the spirits spurned him. This man incorporated the events of the native 

settlement into his personal spiritual system through a vision which he 

related to Cockran. In it he was presented with a gun to shoot any man 

who rose against him, but as he touched the gun it broke and fell to the 

ground. Then a European women led him to the church in the native 

Another woman applied to receive baptism after hearing a voice one night say 
"This is the Word of life; God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son 
that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life." She 
recalled she had first heard these words in church and thus sought to be admitted- CMSA 
C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1835-36, 190-1, 195. 

81 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal from 9 August 1837 to 1 July 1838 314 
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settlement to worship God. Cockran baptized him and he promised to 
become a servant of God.82 

A typical conversion was that of an Ojibwa religious leader in June 

1836. According to Jones the man had recently stopped practising his 

medicine because he had been informed that the devil controlled native 

medicine. Jones convinced him that his herbal remedies would work if 

he prayed to the Christian god rather than native gods. The man, who 

was dying of consumption and presumably unable to cure himself, was 

open to Jones's teachings of Christ. H e had had previous contact with 

missionaries and received a Bible from Cockran which he constantly 

carried with him, perhaps as a charm or as part of his medicine bundle. 

After Jones baptised him, Mrs. Jones supplied him with a tent, flock bed, 

blankets, sage and arrow root. The material goods may have been 

perceived as rewards for supporting the missionary, reinforcing Jones's 

position as a competing shaman in the community.83 Jones encouraged 

the man to treat him as a shaman, and the man considered his "conver­

sion" as a turn to new spiritual guides. 

Despite the ravages of the epidemic, the native settlement at Cook's 

Creek continued to grow, though shakily. During the autumn of 1835 

residents constructed a grist mill. Cockran reported 20 cottages and a 

schoolhouse at the upper end of the native settlement and five cottages 

and a schoolhouse at the lower end. A census revealed 31 men in the 

community with 35 wives and 94 children and 23 dwellings.84 A church 

was built by January 1837.85 Cockran continued to baptize residents of 

the native settlement through 1836, 1837 and 1838. In the summer of 

1837, he reported between 200 and 260 people attending the church every 

Sunday.86 Although Cockran was still making little headway with the 

Ojibwa at Netley Creek, a few people began to join him.87 He was 

pleased when one Ojibwa from Netley Creek, w h o m he called "a 

82 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1836-37, 279-280. 
83 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Jones's journal 1835-36, 160-1. 
84 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran to the CMS Secretaries, 28 October 1835, 130-1. 
85
 C M S A C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran to the CMS Secretaries, 28 October 1835, 130-

2; Cockran's journal 1835-36, 201; Cockran's journal 1836-37, 258. 
86 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran to the CMS Secretaries, 2 August 1837, 240. 
87 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1836-37, 270, 274. 
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ringleader of the vilest of the vile", requested baptism. The man had 

previously encouraged Ojibwa to eat the seed Cockran gave them to sow, 

sent his children to school and secretly enticed them away once they were 

clothed, and begged for food for his ill and starving family but traded it 

to other natives for rum. The man regularly stole large sums of money 

from Cockran, usually advances for labour or housing materials. 

However, the man asked for Cockran's forgiveness and began to defend 

Cockran to other Ojibwa. H e let his children choose their religion and 

said he would follow their choice. W h e n the man became deathly ill he 

was brought to the house of Chief Peguis to meet with Cockran and told 

Cockran he had been deeply impressed by a dream that he must change 

his course of life. H e found that he no longer believed in native 

medicine and could not attend the Midewiwin, and had decided to change 

the manner in which he supported his family. Cockran agreed to baptize 

him because he was ill, but did not permit him to offer annual sacrifices 

to his departed friends.88 

Despite these occasional conversions, Cockran was still frustrated 

with the majority of the Peguis band as most Ojibwa encamped near 

Netley Creek continued to resist Cockran's pressures to settle, farm, and 

send their children to school throughout the mid 1830s.89 H e complained 

that he had supplied the Ojibwa at Netley Creek with seed and ploughed 

and sowed their fields for five years, yet each year they refused to tend 

the crops, allowing them to be destroyed by weeds and blackbirds. The 

Midewiwin remained strong and vital, and as soon as a person decided 

to convert to Christianity, he was banished from that faction of the 

band.90 The band continued to harass Cockran and the natives who took 

up farming and Christianity. The Ojibwa maintained that "they had long 

followed their own ways, and were still intending to continue in them" 

and asked Cockran to stop bothering them.91 

88 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1836-37, 277-8. 

C M S A C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran to the C M S Secretaries, 8 August 1836, 213. 
90 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal 1837-38, 318, 335- Jones's iournal 

1835-36, 159. 

C M S A C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran to the C M S Secretaries, 8 August 1836 2 1 3 ^ 
Cockran's journal 1836-37, 270. 
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Alongside of the increased incidence of native conversion to 

Christianity and adoption of European farming methods was a rise in the 

incidence of raiding in the native settlement. Religious tensions split both 

families and the community as the battle between Christians and non-

Christians grew. Cockran complained that crops at the native settlement 

were often raided by vagrant families, yet the owners of the crops would 

not protest because they were afraid of challenging their kin and fellow 

band members.92 In August 1837, one shaman who was ill wished to be 

baptised to reconcile with his Christian family before he died.93 O n 24 

October 1838, Cockran suspected a w o m a n from the lower part of the 

native settlement of poisoning her husband after he started farming, 

expressed interest in Christianity, and insisted his daughter and her fiance 

become Christians.94 The missionaries retaliated with intimidation and 

violence. Jones noted on 24 February 1836 that "Some ill disposed 

natives have lately committed many acts of outrage, & it is necessary to 

terrify them." One native convicted of shooting a settler's horse was 

sentenced to a whipping.95 

Tension increased considerably at the native settlement in the spring of 

1837 when a group of Ojibwa elders who were strongly opposed to 

Christianity turned their attention to Chief Peguis. Although Peguis had 

not yet been baptized they objected to his support of the missionaries. At 

the spring Midewiwin ceremony, they unsuccessfully attempted to elect a 

new chief on the grounds that Peguis did not attend the Midewiwin.96 The 

tension in the band reached a crisis in 1838 when Peguis fully allied 

himself with the missionaries through baptism and letters of support to the 

secretary of the Church Missionary Society in London. 

Like other Ojibwa, Peguis's baptism was prompted by illness and 

conversion in his family. In August 1837, Cockran took Peguis's son 

William and two other boys to the Rapids to teach them to read and write 

English. W h e n William began to show signs of sickness in early 

92 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1835-36, 192. 
93 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Cockran's journal 1836-37, 279. 
94 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal from 10 August 1838 to 10 July 

1839, 376. 
95 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-77, Jones's journal 1835-36, 154. 
96 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal 1837-38, 335. 
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November 1837, Cockran sent him back to his father.97 Unfortunately, 

all three boys became ill and eventually died.98 Peguis refused to let 

anyone perform Ojibwa healing ceremonies for William, announcing 

"Brethren you are too late, I have given up m y heart to this new religion, 

and I intend to prove it; I leave m y son in the hand of God, he shall do 

with him as he pleases..." Just before he died on 15 November 1837, 

William told his relatives not to weep for him as he was going to join God 

in heaven where he would be happy. One week after this incident, the first 

member of Peguis's family, another of his sons, requested baptism in order 

to marry one of the pupils at the native school who insisted he become a 

Christian. Chief Peguis followed his son's actions on 7 February 1838 by 

openly renouncing Ojibwa religion and accepting baptism.99 

Peguis began to tighten his alliance with the missionaries by asking 

the Church Missionary Society for a replacement for Jones who was 

leaving. O n 13 June 1838 he gave a calumet to Jones to present to the 

directors of the Church Missionary Society, as well as the following 

message: 

To the friends of the red men over the waters, I send by you a pipe and 
a stem. The stem according to indian custom, personifies [or stands in 
the place of] the one who sends it, and it ratifies and confirms the 
message which accompanies it... I have embraced the White man's 
religion, and mean to hold it with a firm hand to the end. M y son 
[Geo. Prince] sleeps by your Church, and I mean to sleep by his side. 
Tell them m y place is now getting very different that what it was: a 
Church is now built amongst us, and I go to it to hear the word of life; 
but w e want a minister to dwell among us, & to watch over us. I have 
said all I can to the Indians about changing their ways, and hearing the 
word of life: while some hear, many turn away. Perhaps they will 
listen to him. Tell them to send m e a Teacher.100 

97 CMSA C.l/ M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal 1837-38, 323. 
98 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran to the C M S Secretaries, 4 August 1838, 309-310. 
99 CMSA C.l/ M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal 1837-38, 324, 326-7, 334. The 

actual date of Peguis's baptism is debatable. In Dictionary of Canadian Biography 9 
(1976), 626-7, Hugh Dempsey reports that Peguis was both baptised and married 7 
October 1840, while Boon, "St. Peter's Dynevor" (1954), 22-23, asserts that John 
Smithurst's "Private Register of Births, Marriages and Burials" recorded only Peguis's 
marriage and not his baptism on that date. 

111(1 CMSA C.l/M.2, reel A-78, Jones's journal from 31 May 1838 to 17 October 1838 
286-7. 
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Peguis and the inhabitants of the native settlement, claiming to represent 

200 to 250 people, gave Jones letters to deliver to the Church Missionary 

Society requesting a "praying master" to come to Red River and live at 

the native settlement.101 The letters both flattered and threatened the 

Society. Peguis's letter employed sophisticated tactics of persuasion, 

commenting on the work ethic, the virtue of perseverance and the 

presence of R o m a n Catholic missionaries.102 The authors of the other 

letter explained that they converted to Christianity out of fear that God 

would send them to the "great devils fire". They expressed fear of other 

"Red River Indians" w h o threatened to kill them if they hunted furs. The 

authors also mentioned that they might seek the R o m a n Catholic priests 

if a replacement did not arrive at the native settlement.103 Both Peguis 

and the "Indians of Red River" received a response from the Church 

Missionary Society, and their request for a new "praying master" was met 

by the appointment of John Smithurst.104 However, rumours suggested 

that the new missionary would not be stationed at the native settlement. 

The natives again wrote to the Church Missionary Society, re-stating their 

request in more forceful tones.105 

The steps Peguis took to tighten his alliance with the missionaries had 

serious repercussions vis-a-vis the cohesion of his band. After Peguis 

was baptised his oldest son, w h o had invariably rejected the missionaries, 

attempted a coup, lobbying for support to deprive Peguis of his chieftain­

ship. The coup failed, according to Cockran "through the influences of 

his fathers friends; and the vicariousness of his sons character."1 

Although Peguis managed to remain as chief of the Ojibwa living in the 

101 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Jones's journal 1838, 295. 
102 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Chief Peguis or William King to the C M S Committee, 

1 August 1838, 297-9. 
103 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Indians at Red River to the CMS Committee, 1 August 

1838,299-301. 
104 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran to the CMS Secretaries, 2 August 1839, 358; 

CMS Secretary R. Cortes to Peguis, no date (listed spring 1839), 152-3. 
105 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Indians of Red River to the CMS Committee, 7 August 

1839, 414-5. 
106 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Cockran's journal from August 1839 to August 1840, 

470. 
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area, his relationship with the missionaries split his family, as well as the 

band, deeply.107 

The formation of the settlement at St. Peter's was not an expression 

of a great friendship between the Ojibwa and the Church Missionary 

Society. Their relationship involved much misunderstanding, mis-

communication and hostility. Efforts to overcome these obstacles 

required elaborate diplomacy, as each group tried to convey their 

expectations to the other. The relationship between the Ojibwa and the 

missionaries involved more than material exchange: it assumed political 

and spiritual dimensions. Gift exchange and the farms established at 

Cook's Creek became an alternative economic resource for the Ojibwa, 

the alliance provided some prestige and political clout for the band within 

the Red River colony, and the missionaries were seen as a new source of 

spiritual power. 

The missionaries were able to enter the world of the Ojibwa and 

effect changes by posing as spiritual leaders and competing with shamans. 

Cockran came the closest to replacing shamans in the Ojibwa community, 

as he was trusted by the Ojibwa more than other missionaries and seemed 

to respect Ojibwa religious beliefs.108 The Peguis band's reactions to the 

missionaries covered a wide spectrum. Some Ojibwa rejected an alliance 

with the missionaries. Others rejected their proselytizing and farming 

direction, while accepting their gifts. One faction of the Peguis band 

farmed under Cockran's direction but chose to become members of the 

Anglican Church. These so-called conversions also had a wide variety 

of meanings. Some added the Christian God to existing Ojibwa beliefs, 

while others rejected their previous religious patterns to follow the 

evangelization program of the missionaries. S o m e acknowledged the 

missionaries as shamans and demonstrated their support to create an 

alternative resource against future troubles, such as sickness or danger. 

It is not surprising that illness was the focal point of their relationship: 

107 CMSA C.1/M.2, reel A-78, Smithurst's journal from 25 December 1839 to 13 
March 1840, 485-7. 

108 Cockran was deeply impressed with the mystical experience that led to the 
conversion of a conjurer on 2 August 1837. Christian spirits entered a conjuring tent and 
convinced him to become baptised, C M S A C.1/M.2, reel A-77 and A-78 Cockran's 
journal 1836-37,280-1. 
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shamans were primarily concerned with ensuring good health, so the 

Ojibwa naturally looked to the missionaries to do the same. 

The period between 1820 and 1840 marked an important turning 

point for the history of the Peguis band. It was during this time that a 

part of the band adopted the "white man's religion" and agricultural 

methods. Ironically, in adopting some cultural and spiritual aspects of 

white society, the Ojibwa became more segregated from the Red River 

colony. The physical separation of their settlement from the rest of the 

colony, the continuing health of Ojibwa religion despite the pressures of 

Christianity, and the increasing racism of many colonists led to an 

increasing isolation of natives from European society. Far from represen­

ting the growth of friendship between natives and white society, the 

relationship between the Peguis Band and the Church Missionary Society 

was turbulent, wrought with ambiguity and tension, and led to social 

alienation.109 
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