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We are One Nation”: The Legacy of the

Coldwater-Narrows Reserve (1830-1836)
Heather Smith

The settler history of Simcoe County, Ontario is dominated by
stories of hearty pioneers making their mark on early Canada. A
glance at the Coldwater Canadiana Heritage Museum reveals a
collection of historical narratives built primarily around white set-
tlers of the early nineteenth-century.1 As historian Claire Camp-
bell has observed, Indigenous peoples are often included in these
narratives solely as a means of bolstering impressions of settlers,
and their journeys through the “uncivilized” wilderness. These
tales of adventure have made Simcoe County a compelling loca-
tion for cottage country.2 While these narratives are significant
in the scope of Canada’s history, the stories of Indigenous people
have not been sufficiently considered within this framework. One
early reserve in particular, located at Coldwater and the Narrows
(present-day Orillia), presents a compelling illustration of the suc-
cesses of Indigenous peoples which deserves more scholarly atten-
tion.

Employing a variety of primary sources, including archival maps,
correspondence, travelogues, journals, and illustrations, I explore
the establishment and dissolution of the Coldwater-Narrows
Reserve, and the resettlement of its peoples to Christian Island,
Georgina Island, and Rama First Nation.3 I will focus in particular
upon travelogues and illustrations of Simcoe County authored
in the 1830s and 1840s by two British tourists, Titus Hibbert
Ware (1810-1890) and Anna Brownell Jameson (1794-1860). I
will demonstrate how the Anishinaabe peoples of the Coldwater-
Narrows Reserve were able to negotiate their agency and identity

through the unique interpretation of religion, the careful navigation

61



of social networks, and the continued expression of Indigenous
cultural values. Wherever sources allow, I examine the role of the
three Chiefs of the reserve in these negotiations of identity. Addi-
tionally, I explore how this ingenuity created a legacy of deter-
mination for their descendants, who continued to fight against the
terms of the 1836 sale on the reserve land up until 2011, when this
claim was at last settled by the Canadian government.4 By focus-
ing upon the success stories and resiliency of Indigenous peoples
in Canada, I hope to highlight past accomplishments, as well as the
legacies that these accomplishments have created.

The Coldwater-Narrows “experiment,” as it was referred to by
Coldwater station Superintendent and Indian agent, Thomas Gum-
mersall Anderson, was established by Lieutenant Governor Sir
John Colborne in 1830.5 The Coldwater Reserve was led by Chief
John Aisance (1790-1847), while the two nearby reserves at the
Narrows were led by Chiefs William Snake (dates unknown), and
William Yellowhead (also known as Musquakie) (d. 1864) (See
reserve map, Figure 1).6 Roughly 500 Anishinaabe peoples, with a
majority Chippewa and a minority Odawa and Potawatomi ances-
try, were settled among three parcels of land.7 The three Chiefs
were all Methodist converts and British loyalists, whose objectives
aligned with the British Canadian government’s goals of Chris-
tianization and instruction in rural farming as a means of “civiliz-
ing” Indigenous peoples.8 These two aims were thus the central
focuses of the reserve. The “experiment” was abruptly dissolved
by the British Canadian government in 1836, when it was deter-
mined that Indigenous peoples could not be “civilized” with this
social model.9 Indeed, the Anishinaabe peoples of the Coldwater-
Narrows Reserve did find ways to retain their individuality, which
would likely have appeared “uncivilized” to a government bent on
assimilation.

The adoption of Methodism through a uniquely Indigenous lens
by the Chiefs of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve demonstrates
negotiations of agency and identity. Chiefs Aisance, Snake, and
Yellowhead are emblematic of the broader sweeping Methodist
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conversion of Chippewa peoples in Southern Ontario in the early
nineteenth century.10 Methodism was accommodated and assim-
ilated by these Chiefs across Southern Ontario, who found many
similarities between Methodist tenets and Indigenous beliefs in
various forms, such as the Creation story, the Messiah, the Resur-
rection, and the Last Judgement.11 At first glance, this mass con-
version may appear to align with the agenda of Christianization
promulgated by the British Canadian government. However, as
Donald B. Smith has observed, the appeal of Methodism for many
Chippewa peoples at this time was largely rooted in the perceived
similarity of its teachings to traditional Indigenous beliefs.12

Perhaps the most significant cue as to how the Chiefs of Coldwa-
ter-Narrows Reserve negotiated their agency and identity lies in
their chosen names. While they adopted “Christian” first names
upon their conversion, they consciously chose to retain their
Indigenous names as surnames to mark their identity. This tradi-
tion spanned back to 1827, when they had been present for the
conversion of 300 Anishinaabe peoples in Southern Ontario.13
In addition to honouring their Indigenous names, at least one of
the Chiefs was directly involved with determining how Method-
ism was to be taught on the reserve. Chief John Aisance took pri-
mary care of administering to the spiritual needs of the reserve and
sought ways of teaching Methodist beliefs that were relatable to
Indigenous teachings.14 Thus, the Chiefs of the Coldwater-Nar-
rows Reserve adopted Methodism in ways that honoured their core
beliefs. These methods of identity negotiation can be viewed on a
broader level in Southern Ontario.

The writings of Anna Brownell Jameson provide additional insight
into the motivations of the British Canadian government at this
time regarding the Christianization of Indigenous peoples, as well
as how this agenda manifested in the religious climate of Simcoe
County. Perhaps inadvertently, her account provides evidence of
Indigenous resistance to conversion on British Canadian terms.
Jameson published a travelogue of her journey through Simcoe
County in 1836, which was originally entitled, Winter Studies and
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Summer Rambles in Canada, and was later republished asSketches
in Canada and Rambles Among the Red Man, in 1852. Her travels
through Simcoe County, Toronto, and parts of the United States,
were rare for a woman of her social stature, and brought her face-
to-face with Indigenous peoples of these regions.

In the chapter entitled “The Indians”, Jameson describes some of
the struggles that missionaries of Southern Ontario encountered. It
is notable that Jameson frames her analysis of Christian mission-
ary efforts by first stating that, while she believes that Sir Francis
Bond Head has a genuine affection for the “Indians”, they should
not be treated as mere British subjects and forced into any negoti-
ation of land or cultural custom without their consent.15 Her state-
ments are ironic in hindsight considering Bond Head’s dissolution
of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve that same year in 1836, and the
controversial nature of the land sale terms.16

In Jameson’s account, the missionaries lament that even among
converted Indigenous peoples, various core facets of their culture,
such as their belief in personal liberty, persist. One missionary is
quoted by Jameson saying, “The Indians are convinced that every
man is born free; that no one has a right to make any attempt upon
his personal liberty, and that nothing can make him amends for its
loss. We have even had much pains to undeceive those converted
to Christianity on this head.”17 The interpretation of Christian
beliefs through a uniquely indigenous lens, as well as resistance to
conversion on British Canadian terms, can be seen on a broad level
in the early nineteenth-century. Thus, Indigenous Chiefs, such as
Aisance, Yellowhead, and Snake found creative methods of facil-
itating Christian conversion while still retaining the basis of their
own spiritual beliefs, as well as their Indigenous names. This facet
of identity negotiation appears to have been part of a broader pat-
tern among Indigenous peoples who converted to Christianity in
British Canada in the early nineteenth century.

The religious affiliations of the three chiefs of the Coldwater-Nar-
rows Reserve additionally shed light on their deft navigation of
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social networks as a means of further negotiating their agency and
identity. As Janet Elizabeth Chute has keenly observed, the Chiefs
of Simcoe County maintained strong social ties with one another
and key government officials. Religion was connected closely
with their ability to forge relationships with British Canadian offi-
cials.18 Anna Brownell Jameson’s first-hand account once again
provides detailed insight into relations between the British Cana-
dian government and Indigenous peoples in 1836, with specific
mention of Chiefs Aisance, Yellowhead and Snake.

In a passage entitled “Distribution of Presents”, Jameson describes
travelling to Manitoulin Island, then-named “The Great Mani-
toolin”, to observe the annual distribution of presents by the British
Canadian government to Indigenous leaders. Jameson recounts
that there were “three thousand seven hundred Indians” on the
Island, some of whom had travelled five hundred miles or more to
receive the gifts.19 This mention of visitor volume is significant in
that it reveals much about the level of access that the three Chiefs
of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve had to the inner circle of the
British Canadian government.

The passage following “Distribution of Presents”, which is left
untitled, details a council meeting which takes place during these
five days on Manitoulin Island. Of the three thousand seven hun-
dred Indigenous peoples present on the island, only seventy-five
Chiefs are present at the council meeting. Among these, Jameson
specifically mentions John Aisance (whom she calls Aisence,
meaning “clam shell”), William Snake (herein referred to as
Snake-Tail), and William Yellowhead (referred to as the Yellow-
head). Jameson highlights John Aisance, William Yellowhead, and
Shingwaukonse (Little Pine), as three of the most distinguished
Chippewa chiefs in British Canada. She makes a point of mention-
ing that they are Christians.While she does not include William
Snake in this “distinguished” group, he is nevertheless present at
the meeting and is mentioned directly after Aisance and Yellow-
head, perhaps indicating that he was near the two other Chiefs at
the meeting.20
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That a somewhat distant observer, such as Jameson, would have
had knowledge of the religious affiliations of the Chiefs reveals
much about close ties between religion and access to the British
Canadian government at this time. This is additionally evinced
through the presence of religious officials at the council meeting.
Jameson mentions that three Methodist missionaries and two
Catholic priests are in attendance. The tone of the meeting is con-
descendingly paternalistic by modern standards. Yet, in spite of
the rhetoric of “father” (the British Canadian government) and
“children” (the Indigenous Chiefs), this meeting and its exclusivity
nevertheless demonstrates that the three Chiefs of Coldwater-Nar-
rows Reserve had access to the top levels of the British Canadian
government and communicated first-hand with individuals such
as Thomas Gummersall Anderson, and Samuel Jarvis, who later
became Chief Superintendent of Indian Affairs in 1837.21 Jarvis’s
speech to the Indigenous Chiefs speaks volumes as to how highly
the British Canadian government valued religion as a tool of “civ-
ilizing” at this time.

Jarvis proclaims: “Children! There are many clergymen constantly
visiting you for the avowed purpose of instructing you in religious
principles. Listen to them with attention when they talk to you
on that subject; but at the same time keep always in view…that
they have nothing whatever to do with your temporal affairs.”22
The reference to clergymen “constantly visiting” speaks to the
widespread governmental mandate to Christianize. As Janet Eliz-
abeth Chute has observed, there was a level of prestige afforded
to Chiefs of Southern Ontario who actively supported the British
Canadian government’s aim of Christianizing Indigenous peo-
ples.23 That the Chiefs were already Christian converts may have
greatly improved their social standing and political access. Thus,
the Chiefs of Coldwater-Narrows Reserve were able to navigate
social networks with the highest levels of government through
their religious affiliations. These affiliations had led to the estab-
lishment of the reserve in 1830, and resulted in a level of respect
afforded them. This access was key in negotiating their agency and
identity, enabling them to have a seat at the proverbial table of
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important council meetings, such as the annual exchange of gifts
on Manitoulin Island.

Though they were technically landless by 1844, Chief John
Aisance had already begun to set the wheels in motion for his
tribe to resettle by orchestrating the move of a neighbouring
Potawatomi tribe to Christian Island, in effect reserving this land
for his people.24 However, Indigenous peoples maintained a sig-
nificant presence on the former reserve land of Coldwater and the
Narrows long after its official dissolution.25

The illustrations of Titus Hibbert Ware provide a rare window
into various modes of cultural expression, which continued after
the dissolution of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve. These facets of
expression can once again be viewed as negotiations of agency and
identity. Ware was a barrister from England who travelled to Sim-
coe County in 1844 to survey the terrain’s feasibility for the found-
ing of a law firm.26 The trip produced a collection of rare artistic
depictions of Indigenous peoples at Coldwater. As the illustrations
were drawn after the Coldwater Reserve had been dissolved in
1836, they provide compelling material evidence as to the consid-
erable presence that Indigenous peoples continued to have in Cold-
water as late as 1844.

Ware’s three illustrations are entitled “Chippewa Indians at Cold-
water County Simcoe near Lake Huron”, “Indians and Canoe –
Coldwater River near Lake Huron, County Simcoe U. [Upper]
Canada 1844”, and “Indians at Coldwater near Lake Huron Upper
Canada 1844” (See Figures 2, 3, and 4) All of the illustrations fea-
ture Indigenous peoples wearing a fusion of British Canadian and
Indigenous clothing, which appears to have been surprisingly uni-
form. This liminal period was on the cusp of the migration of the
Coldwater and Narrows tribes to other parts of Ontario. It is highly
likely that the individuals depicted were still part of the Aisance,
Snake, and Yellowhead tribes. Notably, Ware distinguishes one
illustration as “Chippewa”, as opposed to the others, which are
generically labelled “Indians”. This could point to his having con-
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tact with this group before drawing them, though he does not men-
tion this in his diary.

At first glance, the two men portrayed in the foreground of each
of the three illustrations might appear to be the same. However,
upon closer inspection, there are slight differences in colours of
belts, pants, and scarves, as well as facial features, between the
three illustrations. Additionally, the location of each drawing is
different (See Figures 2, 3, and 4). As historian Donald B. Smith
has observed, these illustrations reveal the cultural melding of tra-
ditional Anishinaabe dress with British Canadian dress.27 All of
the men depicted appear to be wearing British Canadian coats and
European style hats with their traditional moccasins and sashes.
Conversely, the woman depicted in the third illustration is dressed
more traditionally in full-body shawl and moccasins.28 As
Chippewa Methodist missionary Peter Jones remarked,Chippewa
women’s dress tended to be more traditional than men, particularly
among Methodist converts.29

These clothing choices may at first appear insignificant. However,
they reveal another compelling facet of identity negotiation.
Adopting this “uniform”, at least among male members of the
Indigenous community, reveals a collective negotiation of aesthet-
ics. It denotes the conscious—and highly visible—choice of the
degree to which they were willing to conform to British Canadian
modes of dress, and hence, cultural modes. It is unlikely that Ware
would have had cause to untruthfully depict the portrayal of the
clothing he observed. The emphasis throughout his diary, which
accompanies the illustrations, is upon the settlers and the extent to
which the Simcoe County terrain has been “civilized” by them. As
such, he would arguably have been likely to emphasize the “unciv-
ilized” dress of Indigenous peoples.30 Thus, while these illustra-
tions are somewhat limited in scope, they provide a rare glimpse
into continuing negotiations of agency and identity by the peo-
ples of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve after its official dissolu-
tion. This once again demonstrates how the Anishinaabe peoples
negotiated their collective agency and identity.
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The most enduring example of how Aisance, Yellowhead, and
Snake negotiated agency and identity lies in the legacy of perse-
verance they created by protesting the conditions of the land sale
of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve. Soon after the reserve agree-
ment was terminated, the sale of the land was contested by the
Chiefs as unlawful on the part of the British Canadian govern-
ment. In 1842, John Aisance and the other two Chiefs appealed to
Sir Charles Bagot, the Governor General of British North Amer-
ica from 1841 to 1843, stating, “When Sir F. Bond Head insisted
on our selling this Land and the bargain he had previously drawn
out for us to sign, we were not made sensible of the full purport,
so that we knew not the nature of the bargain.” Aisance, Snake,
and Yellowhead further asserted that they had not received annuity
payments arising from the 1836 treaty.31

The Archives of Canada provide a detailed 21-page record of the
complaint by an ancestor of John Aisance, Chief Samuel Assance
lodged in 1892, wherein Assance claims, once again, that his
people were never compensated for the sale of reserve land in
Coldwater. The key word throughout the file appears to be “com-
pensated.” Assance is continually interpreted as meaning that his
people had never been “paid” for the 9800-acre land sale of the
Coldwater-Narrows Reserve. However, when placed in the context
of the protests of Aisance, Snake, and Yellowhead, “compensa-
tion” could have meant a variety of things, including that the terms
of the agreement had not been lawful, and thus compensation had
reflected these false terms.

The file includes paperwork dating back to 1850, when the original
three Chiefs reiterated their claim to William Robinson at a council
meeting in Sault Ste. Marie in 1850. Robinson writes that he and
Thomas Gummersall Anderson believe the claim to be without
merit, but they will investigate it.32 Twenty-six years later, in the
ensuing document, a frustrated William Plummer writes that the
Coldwater-Narrows land was improperly included in the Robinson
Treaty. Plummer implores the department to settle the claim as it
is “a continual source of anxiety and irritation to the Indians inter-
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ested therein.”33 This entreaty was unsuccessful as the next doc-
ument in the series then skips ahead to 1892, where the matter is
raised by Samuel Assance, then-Chief of Beausoleil First Nation.
Assance is dismissed with a letter stating that his people have
been fairly compensated through the payment that was distributed
among the Rama, Georgina Island, and Christian Island Reserves
at the time of the land sale in 1836.34 This must have been exceed-
ingly frustrating for Assance, who was not in fact disputing that the
sale had happened, but that the terms of the sale had been unlawful.
The land at Coldwater Reserve continued to be contested by the
Beausoleil First Nation, Georgina Island First Nation, and Rama
First Nation under the amalgamated title of the “Chippewa Tri-
Council”. This joint resilience at last led to a $307 million-dollar
settlement agreement with the Canadian government in 2011.35

In spite of increasingly coercive practices by the British Canadian
government, the Anishinaabe peoples of Coldwater and the Nar-
rows were able to negotiate their agency and identity through the
unique interpretation of religion, the careful navigation of social
networks, and the continued expression of Indigenous cultural
values.36 The Chiefs of the Coldwater-Narrows Reserve set an
example of remarkable resilience and determination. This legacy
has endured in the Beausoleil, Georgina Island, and Rama First
Nations, who stood by their descendants’ claim to their land for
nearly two centuries. “We are one nation,” John Aisance had said
of the Chippewa peoples, and indeed, given the enduring alliance
of his descendants, his statement was to prove highly prophetic.37
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