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The story of the Christian missions on the Grand River 
during the first half of the 19th century is one where the 
denominational antagonisms of the age were writ large. De- 
spite the long association of the Mohawks, who were the largest 
of the Six Nations, with the Church of England, the missionaries 
tended to regard the indians as being  unlike the surrounding 
white settlers, religiously neutral. The missions, which under- 
took the task of providing schooling on the reserve, had more 
visible authority than did the churches in the neighbouring 
communities. Missionaries were provided with the role of being 
intercessors between white and indian communities. These fac- 
tors may have combined to make the missionaries more uncom- 
promising than usual in furthering the interests of their 
particular denominations.

The Church of England continued its connection with the 
Mohawks, and in 1784- their former missionary at Fort Hunter,
New York, John Stuart, held services at the church they had 
built at their village some nine miles from Niagara. This 
land fell into American hands by the treaty of Versailles, and 
the government assisted them in building a new church at 
Brantford the following year.

When Robert Addison was appointed Niagara, he began 
a program of regular visitation. Josenh Brant thought

that the Indians will be better pleased with 3 or 
4 visits from Mr. Addison, in the year, than to 
have a Residential Missionary; but Mr. Stuart’s 
opinion is--that they are afraid of the restraint 
which the Continual residence of a Clergyman would 
necessarily lay them under, and he is verily Per- 
suaded, that occasional visits are to be considered
more as matters of form, than productive of any
lasting good effect.1

A few years later, however, Captain Brant tried to arrange 
for an old friend of his,Davenport Phelps, to be orda ined 
and live among the Mohawks. W hen Bishop Mountain refused
to go along with the plan, Brant is reported to have said,
"Very well, then I shall turn Methodist. " 2 Addison reported 
what was at least as bad, that Brant seamed "determined to 
have a Romish Priest."3  The threats seen more indicative 
of  Brant's piccue than is policy . In later years he was
willing to invite a passing Baptist preacher  to visit the
Mohawks,4 b u t  he did not persue his agitation for a resident 
cleric.That want was not supplied until long after Joseph 
Brant's death, when Alvin Torry came out in 1822 at the di- 
rection of the Genesee Conference of the American Methodist 
Episcopal Church. When Torry wrote his autobiography, he styled  himself the "First Missionary to the Six nations...
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of British North America." The render is a little uncertain 
whether he is intended to assume that the adjective "methodist" 
should be inserted between "first" and "missionary ." Besides 
the Anglicans already mentioned, the American Baptists had also 
sent missionaries through the valley of the Grand, though they 
decided not to begin a work there.5

So when Torry arrived to spend five years on the Grand, he 
was the first resident missionary to the indians in Canada. But 
the ambiguity of his phrase is typical of the outlook of many 
commentators of the time: the only efforts worth noticing, they
seemed to feel, were those of their own church. So Archdeacon 
Strachan on his 1828 visitation could speak of SPG missionaries 
having "been settled among them for upwards of a century,"6 con­
veniently neglecting the absence of an SPG missionary settled 
among them for upwards of four decades, and neglecting also the 
presence of a Methodist missionary for the past few years. Even 
James Beaven, one of the early Anglican exponents of Christian 
unity in Canada, confused the work of the New England Company 
and the SPG, and seemed unaware of the presence of two sorts 
of methodists as well as Baptists during his 1846 visit, when 
he described the work of conversion on the reserve,7

When other missionaries were acknowledged, there was no 
indication that they were engaged in a common endeavour. As 
Addison got older, Ralph Leeming from Ancaster took on the re- 
sponsibility of providing Anglican services on the reserve, and 
started a school there. But Torry's only mention of the Anglican 
work is to repeat whatever slander he has heard. The missionary, 
he wrote:

only visited them once or twice in a year, and after 
the Sabbath exercised closed in the church, it was his 
custom to go with the Indians to their horse—racing 
and card-playing, where they had plenty of the fire— 
water to drink, and I have been informed upon good 
authority, that he has often become so intoxicated
as to be unable to leave the  ground.8

There were a few exceptions. John West in 1826 reported 
to the New England Company some of the good work b e i n g done by 
Methodists, and won the applause of the Christian Guardian for 
his perceptiveness.9 And the Anglican Robert Lugger spoke highly 
of the devotion of the Baptist Richard Scott.10 But these were 
rare exceptions, and did not involve people who were in direct 
competition with one another.

In the summer and fall of 1823 , there took place a great 
melting of hearts as the Methodists undertook a revival at the 
extremities of the reservation (about 30 miles apart). The
presiding elder of the (Upper Canada) district claimed they 
"did not commence this Mission professedly for the conversion 
of the  Indians (though they were had in the view and pravers of
the  pious), but for the benefit of the scattered white population
on the Indian lands. But, blessed be the Lord," there resulted 
24 in society in one place and 4 in the other, besides whites.11

It was about this time that a prominent Mohawk chief who 
had been baptised in the church of England, Thomas Davis, was 
converted. Two years later, in June of 1 8 2 5 , the Grand was 
visited by an Anglican travelling missionary who was shortly 
to become Bishop of Quebec, Charles James Stewart. Stewart 
noted with concern:
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Methodist preachers have lately introduced them­
selves on the Grand River. I endeavoured to pre­
vent their sowing the seeds of contention, and 
making divisions among the Indians, by exhorting 
the tribes, to the best of my power, to maintain 
and cultivate unity with our Church, which has in­
structed them evem since the days of Queen Anne. 12 

During his stay, Stewart met Davis, and their conversation is 
reported by Torry (who has prospectively consecrated the priest). 
Stewart enquired of the old chief why he had joined the Metho­
dists, and Davis replied,

"Bishop, you know your ministers preach to Indians 
forty years. No see at all, all dark— no feel any 
good. All drink fire-waters— get drunk— all bad.
But the Methodist minister come preach to Indian: 
he feel sorry, then glad. He put away all the fire­
waters; begin to pray— be sober-work— have plenty 
to eat— all very happy. Jhat you think of the Metho­
dist religion, Bishop?"

The Bishop sat listening attentively to him, 
till he finished, then with a shake of his head re­
plied, "I don't know anythin"' about this Methodist 
religion." The old chief quickly replied, "You not 
know anything about this bible religion? I very 
sorry." And then warming up with the subject, he 
gave him such an exhortation that the Bishop was 
glad to bid him "good day," at the first chance he 
could get.13

This conversation, Torry alleges, prompted the sending of 
a resident Anglican missionary at long last to the reserve.
And though Torry may be slightly biased in his account, in the 
same report that Stewart worried about Methodist incursions, 
he also expressed hopes for the beneficial residence of a cler­
gyman on the Grand.

Stewart was not the first to express that hope. In 1823 
Thomas Morley had been appointed the SPG missionary to the Mo­
hawks on the Grand River. Morley w as the son of an English 
clergyman (and the grandson of a bishop) who had taken orders 
in the Roman Catholic church. When he expressed a desire to 

return to the Church of England, "his case was investigated and 
he was sent to Canada... ."1 4  He went to the Grand River, where 
(reported Mr Addison) he "appeared much disheartened, and has 
been unwell since he reached his destination.1 5  Morley became a 

non-resident resident missionary to the Mohawks, and removed 
to Chatham, where he did good work.

With an eye for a replacement H orley Stewart met with
a council of the chiefs and "advised them to appropriate the 600 
dollars they had formerly promised to contribute to the repair 
of the church, to the building of a parsonage; it having been 
lately ascertained that the church is so far decayed that it is 
not worthy of the expense of repair. The chiefs agreed, and 
resolved to build the parsonage o n  2 0 0  acres which they engaged 
as a glebe.Stewart was consecrated at Lambeth on New Year's day of 1826. 
On his return to Canada, he arranged for Willinm Hough to come to 
the Grand. Hough had come to Kingston in deacon's orders, and 
acted as chaplain there in 1824. The next year he succeeded Knagg



and Suddard, who had been dismissed from the Gaspe but he was 
"much afflicted...by a determination or blood to the head . " 17 
and his physician suggested a change of location for the sake 
of his health. After being admitted to priest's orders at York, 
he arrived at the Grand River in September 1826, where he was 
introduced by John Brant to an assembly of the chiefs, and great 
rejoicing was expressed that they at last ha d a minister to live 
among them. After some months, he ventured the following esti­
mate of his flock:

Many, I trust, are Christians "indeed"; but far too many,
I regret to say, are unworthy of the name they hear, being 
addicted to drunkenness in a great degree.... I am happy, 
however, to say, that this vice is by no means so prevalent 
amongst them as when I first arrived.18
According to his Methodist rival, Torry, Hough's reproofs

sparked hostility rather than reform, and the Indians said to
him, "We not want you to preach to us--we not have you." So
discouraged was he that he called, on Torry (said the la t ter) 

and wished to know how it was that we reformed the poor 
drunken Indians, and brought them under religious discipline. 
I said to him, "In order to get pagan Indians converted to 
God, we must go among them, visit them, eat with them, con­
verse with them, pray with and for them, and look to God 
for his Spirit to accompany his truth to their hearts, then 
there is no difficulty in leading them to Jesus Christ, 
who saves them." He said he believed in being religious, 
and in attending to the means of grace, "but." said he,
"the wonderful change of heart you speak of, I don't under­
stand," He wished me to give him the charge of the conver­
ted Indians, while I should go among the wild ones again,
"for you have such success," said he, "in converting Indi­
ans, you can soon establis h  another society equal to the 
first." This I declined doing, "and he left me, and in a 
few months returned to England.19

Hough's only mention of the Methodists in his report was 
that they superintended one of the five schools on the river,
"with which I do not inte rfere."2 0  H is health did not, however 
improve; and this (rather than his failure to copy Torry's ex- 
~ample) led him to return to England.

About that tine a former artillerty of icer, the Reverend 
Robert Lugger (1793-1837) was appointed to replace him . Bishop 
Stewart persuaded the SPG to support him briefly before the
New England Company assumed responsibility for the mission.
The Company was non-denominational, and had invited a Baptist 
missionary from New Brunswick, Richard Scott, to settle with 
the Six Nations or at the Credit. When he arrived, Scott dis- 
covered that the Methodists were looking after the Mississaugas 
on the Credit and that the Six Nations were being cared for by 
Lugger. Not wanting to interfere with work being done by another 
church, he met first with Brant and Lugger, then with Governor 
Maitland before deciding to start a mission on Rice Lake.

Though supported by the New England Company, Lugger quickly 
put an uncompromisingly Anglican stamp to the mission on the 
Gran d . A  passing Presbyterian, William Proudfoot, commented on 
him:

He appears to be anxious to do good not only to the Indians
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but to the white people of Brentford, but his mode 
of doing good is in the style of the high churchman, 
consequently he is not a match for the Methodists who 
work around him.2 2

Lugger did not have to wait long before crossing swords. 
William Hess h a d  b een a schoolmaster for the SPG since 1822, 
receiving an annual salary of £20. He had about 20 children 
under his care, and impressed both John West and George Ryerson 
on their visits. But he united himself "pertinaciously with 
the Methodists," said Bishop Stewart, "who have intruded them­
selves on our Indians in a manner by no means acceptable to some 
of them."2 3 Thereupon Lugger desired him to discontinue teaching 
the school, and directed him not to draw again on the Society, 
except for the amount owing him; and the Bishop backed up the 
missionary. Hess and another Grand River Mohawk, William Dox- 
teder, went to begin a work of conversion amongst their fellows 
on the Bay of Quinte.24

This was an inauspicious prelude to a visit made by a num­
ber of Methodist Mohawks, led by Doxtader and Peter Jones, to 
Lugger in March of 1828. They asked for the privilege of hold­
ing meetings at the Mohawk church, in return for granting him 
a similar liberty at Salt Springs. The Anglican said he had no 
objection to their attending his Church for divine service, but 
he "considered them unqualified to preach, and consequently in 
danger of spreading erroneous doctrines, and causing enthusiasm 
and wildfire, etc." Doxtader felt compelled to warn his brethren 
to flee the wrath to come. After much discussion, they agreed 
not to interfere with one another. Peter Jones advised the 
Methodist Indians "not to speak evil of the Church of England, 
but go peaceebly on in the way they thought right, and rejoice 
if the Church of England Minister did any good amongst the In­
dians."25

About this time Torry left the Grand River, to be replaced 
by the less-known Joseph Messmore, a young man who had heen raised 
as a Mennonite, and converted in the Thames country. With his 

advent, the mission seemed to grow amazingly. His converts, said 
John Carroll , were "living epistles...better than all the self- 
eulogy in the world.2 6  Presumably the contrast to Torry is not 
just one of figures, but of attitude as well— Torry's autobio­
graphy had been out ten years when Carroll wrote these lines.

After two years of having two missionaries on the Grand, 
the Methodists exrerierced a shortage of manpower, and the Grand 
was combined for part of 1829 with the Dumfries Circuit. The 
numbers reported remained high, but some of the momentum was 
gone. George Ryerson, who had visited the area in 1826 and re­
ported his observations to Governor Maitland, was appointed 
to the circuit. In the spring of 1831 he accompanied Peter Jones 
to England, to collect funds for Indian missions. When he got 
caught up in the Irvingite movement and failed to return to Ca­
nada, he was struck from the rolls.27

Meanwhile the mission was n o t left unattended. In March.
Case reported enthusiastically to the Christian Guardian that 
about thirty Mohawks and others had "been reclaimed" from their 
drunken habits and become praying people..." At the same time 
Lugger was writing with disdain to the New England Company about 
"a sect of Methodists, termed Ranters, having lately come to the 
Grand River; such are their extravagant actions and gestures



that Mr. L. has thought it right not to have anything to do 
with them, except visiting and supplying them with medicine 
when sick . " ( L u g ger was sup p ied by the Company with medical 
supplies, and acted as a doctor on the reserve.)28

The Methodists had appointed a local preacher who, Carroll 
admitted, "did not succeed well." and he was replaced by an A- 
merican ’Richard Phelps. Phelps had heen discontinued from his 
first charge because he wanted "some of the minor graces;" but 
he had had experience on the Grape Island mission, and he braved 
the rigours of life on the Grand. He had to revive the shell 
of an old house near Self Springs for a parsonage, and when he 
was seized with cholera at a meeting in John Brant's house, he 
attributed his recovery to letting Captain Brant feed him brandy-- 
after being suitably persuaded.29

Captain Brant had annoyed Lugger when, as agent for the 
New England Company, he reinstated a school teacher whom the 
Anglican cleric had dismissed. This was on the u pper part of 
the river which, with Davis's hamlet and the parsonage at Salt 
Springs, was the Methodist stronghold amongst the Mohawks. The 
lower Mowhawks objected to this challenge and petitioned the 
governor for a white man as agent in place of Brant, whom they 
accused, of barring them from the council house.30 The problem 
was avoided only when Brant died during the cholera of 1832.
He was quicklv buried, away from the family vault and on the 
west side of the church, le st the contagion spread. At the re- 
quest of Brant's sisters. Phelps officiated at the funeral.

It was not just churches and schools over which people 
disagreed. In 1831 Peter Jones and (George?) Ryerson had applied 
to the New England Company for a grant towards a saw mill near 
Salt Springs, under the direction of Moses Walker and other 
Indian chiefs. The Company authorized a grant of £ " 1 0 0 "upon 
condition that such mill should be for the use of the Indians 
generally, and not exclusively for Methodists." Lugger reported 
that the Methodists refused the offer "with condition annexed," 
and suggested tha t the Company build another mill elsewhere."31

Walker seems to have been a prominent man: when the council
of chiefs handed over their lands in trust to the government, 
to prevent further intrusions by whites, his name headed the 
list of signatures to the treaty.32 When he was dying in 1848 
he sent a message to the Methodist minister, Rowley Heyland, 
that he wished him to attend to his funeral. With the agreement 
of the widow and family, the placeand time of interment were 
set. But some of the family made other arrangements with the 
two Anglican ministers, Abraham Nelles and Adam Elliot. When 
the body was being taken from Walker's home the five or six 
miles to the graveyard, the group had to pass the Anglican 
church. "When opposite the door of the s a i d  house, they were 
ordered to stop . The coffin...was unceremoniously taken out 
of their hands and, to their great surprise and mortification 
was conveyed by other hands into the aforementioned place of 
worshinp and the funeral service of the Church of England was 
performed by Nessrs, Nelles, and Elliott." 3 3

The grant for Walker's saw mill had been turned down during
the time of Richard Phelps. He seems to have had his share of
difficulties, for during his time there, Lugger was speaking of 
"the prospect he then had of a union between the Church and the 
Methodist Indians...3 4  By union he meant (as Anglicans so
often have meant) absorbtion. He had selected from the most
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pious Chiefs indiscriminately(that is, regardless of whether 
they were Anglican or Methodist) a number of counsellors and  
catechists to be employed as native preachers. Uncertain what 
the attitude of the New England Company would be to his scheme, 
he was willing to pay the catechists 200 a year from his own '
pocket until the Company's wishes were known. The counsellors 
would contribute their services for the honour it brought them. 
With Brant dead and a white (William Richardson) appointed as 
the Company's Lay agent, Lugger seems to have felt that he could 
seize the initiative in assenting the Company's (and the Church 
of Englan d 's) supremacy on the reserve. And he seemed to have 
some success: in Ferbruary 1833 he reported that every chief who 
from late disputes had left the church had now returned.

Messmore, who had previously had such success on the Grand 
was reappointed to the circuit, and Lugger seems to have forgotten 
his plan. Messmore introduced a young Englishman, John Douse, to 
work on the reserve. Douse was one of a party of six who had 
just come to Upper Canada at the request of the Canadian Conference, 
and he viewed the mission through the eyes of a newcomer. "Metho- 
dism," he ventured, "has got pretty good hold of the population 
in this colony generally, but it is rude, and, like the countrv, 
requires a good deal of improvement." Though religion had made 
the Mohawks sober and prosperous, he saw them as haughty, and he 
blamed the slow progress of Christianity amongst other tribes like 
the Onondagas p a r t l y  on their prejudice against the converted 
Mohawks. He was disconcerted by the excitement and crying that 
went on during prayer— whether this was typical of Indian services 
or of Canadian revivals is not certain. But he can report in a 
matter-of-fact way that about 150 attend the Methodist services 
and about twice that number go to the Chunch of England.35 Jealousy 
seemed to disappear for a w hile, though in a few years there was 
to be a more agonising rivalry.

In 1840 the union between Canadian and English Wesleyans 
was dissolved. The father of Methodist missions to the Indians,
William Case, stayed with the English conference, while Peter Jones, 
who had charge of the Credit Mission, was to visit all the Indian 
missions. After some uncertainty on the Grand,36 Kennedy Creighton 
was appointed there. Creighton was a native of northern Ireland, 
where he hed studied with the intention of becoming a Presbyterian 
minister. On coming to Canada he was converted, and travelled with 
the Ryanites for a while, before coming into the Canada Conference. 
Now he was sensitive to division, here to the division caused by 
the "so-called British Missionaries," who had attracted a few of 
their Indians, though most hqd returned. These "so-called British 
Missionaries" were the British Wesleyans, who maintained a church 
in Brantford and considered the Grand River part of their circuit. 
They included another Irishman, Henry Byers (whose education and 
talents Carroll thought were limited. ) 37 then Thomas Fawcett. The 
latter was a short, dark Yorkshireman who held the Brantford ap­
pointment from 1844 to 1846, and who later returned to the Grand 
for three years before being killed in an accident on the Great
Western Railway.38 There had always been a lot of movement on the reserve,39 and 
one of the major shifts in population was from the north to the 
south side of the river. The shift was particular!v vexing to 
the Canadian Methodists, whose mission was on the north. What
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made it: almost unbearable was that the British Wesleyans had a 
log chapel on the south. In 1843, however, there was no school
on that side, so the Canadians moved theirs over. They must have 
set a good example, for in a few weeks the agent of the New Eng-
land Company commenced another school immediately in the rear of 
them. The despondent missionary, Hamilton Biggar reported:

  We had no desire to compete with one who had such 
ample resources at command: nor were we jealous by 
whom the children of the Indians should be instructed....40 

The school was moved back, and served the white as well as the 
Indian population. So great was the influx of whites that in 
1845 the Indians surrendered to the government the land on which 
the mission was located. Most of the Indians by then resided 
on the south side, and Biggar procured ground there to join them. 
Then "to our surprise, the bounds of the Indian reservation, which 
we had supposed permanently fixed, became unsettled...."41 He does 
not say just how they became unsettled, but the effect was to de­
lay their acquisition of land.

Though they seemed to keep the majority of their Indians, 
the Canadian Methodists were very sensitive to the work of the 
British Wesleyans. "The astonishing efforts made to proselyte 
these simple sheep of the forest," complained Hamilton Biggar,
"to me appear. . .dishonourable.... " But he was hopeful of a speedy 
termination of the conflict. His hopes were disappointed, and the 
next year he reported, "Sectarianism prevails," and expressed his 
pain at the continued jarring. When he was away to a missionary 
meeting, his rival decided to do a little missionary work himself, 
and "got up a Camp-meeting, usurping a piece of their neighbouring 
vineyard." Finally a reunion was effected in 1847, and the chapel 
on the north side of the river was aband o n ned.42

While the Methodisis were fighting amongst themselves, the 
Anglicans were having trouble on their Tuscarora mission. Some 
of the Indian lay leaders sought increasing recognition of their 
importance. They wanted to be the first to partake of communion, 
and one suggested they should kneel around the Lord's table to 
communicate. One, who had "been attached to the Methodists, wished 
to exhort from the pulpit. When this was denied to them, a divi­
sion took place. One of the leaders had belonged to the Baptists 
when he dwelt in the United States, and the splinter group on the 
Grand now united themselves to the Baptist church. They included 
three chiefs and twentyfive warriors, and the chiefs found themselves 
deposed from their office.

Since this paper has described only the relations between the 
various missions on the Grand River, it has passed by much of the 
good work— both religious and secular——done by those missions.
The white man has sometimes been accused of bringing division 
into an otherwise harmonious Indian society. Often here, how­
ever, he seems merely to have blessed the divisions that already 
existed, and given them a religious cloak. In doing so, the 
missionaries frustrated their primary goal of conversion. They 
devoted so much energy to trying to reap where others had sown, 
that little energy was left to pre p a re new ground on which to 
sow the seeds of the gospel.
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because they had no secure tenure for the land they 
worked. Other factors led them to continue their  limited nomadic existence. When dams were built near the mouthof the river to obtain a feeder for the well and canal, a numberof families founds their lands flooded (NEC report, 1832, letter of14 October 1830). The Company 
school for the Oneida s was discontinued in 1837 when the In
dians moved into the woods to be closer to fuel (NEC report,1840, 
p .  2 8 ) .  O n e  g r o u p  w h o  were tired of the various attemnts 
to proselytize them even Petitioned the government for a re
mote piece of land where they could be  left alone by the 
Christians. The removal of whites in the late 1840's caused 
further disruptions, as Indians reclaimed lands that had been 
usurped.

4 0 Missionary Society of the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Canada 
report, 1844, p. ix.

41 Ibid., 1846, p . xiv.
42 Ibid., 1844, pp. viii. ix; 1845. p . xiv.


