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THOMAS FULLERTON'S SKETCH
OF CHIPPEWA MISSIONS, 1841-1844
by Bruce David Forbes
The following document is a previously unpublished
reminiscence about Methodist missions among the Chippewa or
Ojibwa people, along what is now the Minnesota and Wisconsin
border. The narrative will be of interest to persons of that particular region, but it should also interest general students of white
- Native American relationships, for it is in many ways a
representative document.
Methodist missions in the border region discussed here began
in 1837 with the arrival of Alfred Brunson at Prairie du Chien and
Fort Snelling. This narrative discusses the situation only a few
years later (1841-1844), when missions of the area were still quite
unsettled. In the late 1830s and early 1840s the missions were in
advance of substantial white settlement, although that situation
changed quickly in the next two decades. Partially because the
missions did not fit neatly into established white jurisdictions, they
were transferred almost annually from conference to conference, as
the list of appointments at the beginning of this document indicates.
The accompanying changes in superintendents symbolized the
unsettled and transitional character of the barely established
missions described here.
The author, Thomas McCune Fullerton (1817-1889), was born in
Kentucky, but at the age of nineteen he journeyed to Wisconsin and
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found employment at Snake Hollow (Potosi) as a salesman. l In 1840,
during a "protracted meeting," he united with the Methodist
Episcopal Church; at a camp meeting some weeks later he was
influenced "to give himself wholly to the ministry." After
itinerating as an exhorter for five months he was licensed to preach
and was admitted on trial to the Rock River Conference (held in
Platteville, Wisconsin) in 1841. Thus, Fullerton was relatively new
to the ministry when he was assigned in 1842 to an Indian mission at
Fond du Lac. He had no special preparation for this mission work,
and he stayed only a year.
After his brief experience as a missionary to Native Americans,
he married (1843), and in most of the following years until 1860 he
was "located," for health reasons and to serve as a government land
agent in Stillwater, Minnesota. In that period he served a short
appointment at St. Paul, Minnesota (1851-53), and he was the major
financial backer and a supply preacher during Methodism's early
years at Stillwater. Reentering the fulltime ministry in 1860, he
joined the Northwest Wisconsin Conference for the eight years of
its existence and continued fourteen more years in the West
Wisconsin Conference, until superannuation in 1882. During his
years of Wisconsin ministry he served as presiding elder (seven
years), secretary of the Annual Conference (eight years), and
delegate to General Conference (twice). He wrote reminiscences and
memoirs during his later years; James Lawson, an historian of
Wisconsin Methodism and a contemporary of Fullerton,
acknowledged considerable dependence on Fullerton's material.
Fullerton's experience with Indian missions was only a brief
foray in a long career, but one of his extant reminiscences is a
revealing "Sketch of Chippewa Missions." It is an undated
manuscript, obviously written in Fullerton's later years in reply to a
IThe only substantial biographical sketch of Fullerton located by this rese"arGcher
is an obituary written by James Lawson in the Minutes of the West Wisconsin
Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1890, pp. 77-79. Most of the information in the following two paragraphs is drawn from that source. However,
Lawson's sketch completely passes over Fullerton's brief work with Native
Americans, except for the unelaborated inclusion of Fond du Lac in a list of appointments. A photograph of Fullerton can be found on p. 341 of P.S. Bennett and
James Lawson, History of Methodism in Wisconsin (Cincinnati: Cranston & Stowe,
1890). Papers by or about Fullerton can be found in two collections of the manuscript
division, Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul: Methodist Episcopal Church, Minnesota Annual Conference Historical Society Papers, and James Peet and Family
Papers. The "Sketch of Chippewa Missions" is part of the former collection. Appreciation is expressed to Kitty A. Hobson, Historical Librarian and Archivist of the
Wisconsin Conference, for assistance in locating the obituary mentioned above.
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request for reminiscences from the Minnesota Conference's
historical society. It is published here with the permission of the
Minnesota (State) Historical Society, which now holds the
manuscript.
Fulleton's brief experience with American Indian missions was
not a positive one, and that fact sets much of the tone in the
following account. One major factor leading to the unsatisfactory
experience was the lack of preparation for a cross-cultural situation,
a common shortcoming of early Methodist missionaries to Native
Americans. Missionary organizations of some other denominations
were ahead of Methodists on this score. The best example was the
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, or ABCFM, sponsored mostly by Presbyterians and Congregationalists.
Because the ABCFM included American Indian missions with
"foreign missions," cross-cultural strategies learned overseas could
be applied to Indian missions at home. As a result, by the 1830s the
ABCFM emphasized learning native languages and utilizing native
leadership; indigenization of Chistianity soon became a goal of the
ABCFM leadership, although it was not always shared by
missionaries in the field. 2
In contrast, American Methodists were so occupied with
evangelization of the American frontier that they were comparatively late to inaugurate "foreign missions," thus providing
little cross-cultural experience to apply to Native American
missions. 3 Furthermore, early Methodist Indian missions were
generally the responsibility of each geographical conference,
allowing little opportunity for missionaries to Indians to learn from
others around the nation. Missionaries were often appointed to a
Native American mission with preparation no different from those
appointed to "white" circuits. Fullerton represented this situation;
2For a more extended examination of ABCFM and Methodist mIsSIOnary
backgrounds, and a description of contrasting results among Dakota (Sioux) people in
Minnesota, see Bruce David Forbes, "Evangelization and Acculturation Among the
Santee Dakota Indians, 1834-1864" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Princeton Theological
Seminary, 1977), chapters 2 and 3.
3American Methodism's first, limited "foreign" experiences did not come until the
late 1830s; the beginnings were in the independent nation of Texas, among black
American colonists in Liberia (neither of I·which were radically cross-cultural
situations!), and in South America. See Wade Crawford Barclay, The History of
Methodist Missions (New York: The Board of Missions and Church Expansion of the
Methodist Church, 1949) pp. 318-357, and William R. Cannon, "Education, Publication,
Benevolent Work, and Missions," in The History of American Methodism, ed. E.S.
Bucke (New York, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1964) I, pp. 586-599.
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he began his Indian work with no ability in native language and
little understanding or appreciation of native culture.
Methodism did make a notable attempt to break through the
cultural barrier in this region through three much-publicized
Chippewa (Ojibwa) converts: George Copway, John Johnson, and
Peter Marksman. They were enrolled with three white men at
Ebenezer Manual Labor School, near Jacksonville, Illinois, with the
intention of sending all six together as missionaries to American
Indians. The three Ojibwas and Samuel Spates, one of the whites,
are mentioned in the following account. Yet the special preparation
of these missionaries was exceptional, and it seems to have been
undercut by other missionaries like Fullerton who had little respect
for native leadership. The opening paragraphs of Fullerton's
"Sketch" contain repeated criticisms of Native Americans
associated with the mission, including George Copway, one of the
noted converts. Fullerton suggests, rightly or wrongly, that the
native missionaries were mercenary, using the mission for personal
advantage, but he also seems to have resented having Native
Americans on a par with or superior to him. The latter probably
reveals Fullerton's attitudes of cultural superiority more than it
reflects upon the character of the Ojibwa mission personnel.
The following document is representative of several common
white missionary attitudes and perceptions of the time. In addition
to an uneasy relationship with native ministers, it contains some
scepticism about the effectiveness of material inducements for
conversion. Fullerton also voices a nearly universal Protestant
opinion about "easy" (i.e. inadequate) Catholic conversions, and he
provides a white Christian portrayal of native religion. Most
significant, the document reveals the way in which many
missionaries linked their evangelical task with a cultural program,
succinctly expressed in Fullerton's advice to a potential conv~rt: "I
required him, if he would be one of us to have his hair cut off, dress
as near as he could in civilized garb, keep himself clean, and obey
God &c." Missionaries of the time felt that efforts to "civilize" the
Indians helped prepare for conversions and helped sustain them.
With the recent appreciation for pluralism in American society,
modern critics charge that such "civilizing" activity constituted
cultural imperialism.
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Sketch Of Chippewa Missions, 1841-1844
Appointments
1841. (Platteville Conf.)
Indian Mission District. B.T. Kavanaugh, Supt.
Sioux Mission, Wm. B. Kavanaugh, David King.
St. Croix Mission, Henry J. Brace
Sandy Lake Mission, S. Spates, John Johnson, Henry P. Chase
Fon du Lac Mission, Geo. Copway. One to be supplied.
1842. (Chicago Conf.)
Green Bay District, James R. Goodrich, Supt.
Fon du Lac Indian Mission, G. Copway, T .M. Fullerton
Sandy Lake Indian Miss. S. Spates, John Johnson
1843 (Dubuque Conf.)
Green Bay District,J.R. Goodrich, P.E.
Fon du Lac, S. Spates, John Johnson.
1844 Turned over to Michigan Conference.

The Fon du Lac tribe in 1839 (I think) drove Mr. Ely, of the
A.B.C.F.M. from them, and in 1840 B.T.K. took possession for the
Methodists, and Copway was sent up there with his white wife.
James W. Simpson, my fellow clerk in a store at Potosi went up as
the supply, in 1841. He fell in love with an Indian girL and Copway
having the advantage in language broke off the affair. Simpson went
to Caposia to see Kavanaugh, and stayed at St. Paul - you know his
subsequent history. I learned next year that Copway was wholly to
blame in that affair. He shamefully abused his own white wife, and
drove Simpson to the Devil by opposing his marrying the best Indian girl of the whole band. She was a pretty, clean, good Indian girl,
living with a half breed uncle, and dressing part of the time in
American costume.
As you will see by the appointments, I went up there in 1842 as
junior preacher. I went via Green Bay, Mackinaw, and Sault Ste
Marie, in company with Goodrich, Stuart, Brewster and others to La
Pointe, where a treaty was held with the Indians, resulting in the
purchase of that part of Wisconsin lying east of a line from the
Trader's warehouse at Fon du Lac, due south till it struck the St.
Croix river, and bounded North by~ Lake Superior and St. Louis
River (North Shore) to said warehouse, or the foot of the falls.
At Sault St. Mary, Bro. Goodrich received a letter from Copway
saying he was then at La Pointe, on his way to Canada. He had, as
we learned afterward, received an offer of $700 salary from Canada,
and we gave him only $600. Goodrich then looked for an interpreter
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for me, and through Wm. H. Brockway, then chaplain of Ft. Brady,
and Supt. of missions there, he hired Peter Greensky, a Chippewa,
with an Atawa wife, and child three years old. I was not consulted in
the matter, and knew nothing of the bargain till we were on the way,
when he told me that Peter was to have all the supplies, and all the
house but one room, and I was to pay him $2.00 a week for my board,
one of the most unwise things a superintendent of missions ever did
for it put me in Peter's power completely, and made me much
trouble.
We arrived at La Pointe Sept. 16, 1842. Indians and
missionaries mostly there. The missionaries in the country at that
time were:

Presbyterian:
Lyman W. Ayer} Upper
David B. Spencer Mississippi

Sherman Han} L a P Oln
. te
L.H. Wheeler
)

Wm. T. Boutwell }. Poquagemah or Snake River. now Pine Co.
Ed. F. Ely

Baptist - Bingham, Sault St. Marie
Catholic Father Baraga, La Pointe
Methodist
Wm. H. Brockway, Supt.
Henry Van Order
*John Cah-bage

Sault Ste Marie. (Mich)

Geo. W. Brown
*Peter Marksman

} Kewa-we-non (Mich)

T.M. Fullerton
*Peter Greensky

}

Saml Spates
*John Johnson

Fon du Lac (Wis)

} Sandy Lake (Wis.l
"'Indians
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We met Copway at La Point. He had to keep house (wigwams) there
for a few weeks, and informed me he had brought knives, forks,
dishes and all the bedding from the mission, and would return them
when he started to Canada, but he did not, and we felt the need of
them, especially the bedding all the year. We found the house in
possession of the Indians, and unfit for use till we had spent time
and labor on it. We found no class book or record, but learned from
the Indians that Bro. Kavanaugh had baptized four or five, and
Copway claimed two widows and several men in all thirteen, as
members, but we could not find any but the widows and one man
and they knew little about religion, but were always hungry.
My interpreter could not understand more English than an
ordinary child of ours five years of age, and could not talk it as well.
I often was interru~ted with "I don't understand you," and had to
simplify. And I learned enough after a while to know that he did not
always interpret what I said. His excuse was that the Indians would
not believe him. This was in reference to temporal matters growing
out of my relation to supplies &c.
But I found he was quite able in his own language, and I gave
him license to exhort, and he frequently talked for an hour. (He
became useful afterwards, and has been connected with the
missionary work in Michigan ever since until his death about two
years ago, as noticed in the N.W.C. Advocate.) We had meetings on
Sundays and twice on week evenings. From my Journal I see that
the attendance was always small - frequently none. I had several
conversions, as I supposed at the time, but none of them were
permanent. The facts proved that no reliance could be placed on
their professions. They only became good when in great distress for
want of food, and when fish ran up stream or fowls visited the rice
fields they were as wicked as ever. During the winter I was there
many were starving and some died for want of food. I said then, and
now believe that with sufficient flour and pork I could have converted the whole tribe in one winter. But returning spring would
have sent them all to heathenism again. One man, Ki-ash-ke-boz, (the
meaning is shaving, ppr.) a medicine man, and brother of
Kavanaugh's celebrated Martin Luther, of Sandy Lake, and his
family, wife and three children, professed conversion, were baptized
and received, but was one of our most successful oponents before I
left. He was sick in the winter at the Lake (right where Duluth is
now built) and I went and brought him to the mission on the hand
sled, doctored and fed him, and employed him to work for me in the
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spring, and then he turned traitor. His religious experience is just
like several others I have recorded, and I will give it to you as a
specimen. It was when he was sick at the Lake he made his covenant
with God:
HI told the Lord, when I was sick, Here, you my poor sick body,
and make me live if you are willing, if not kill me. But I will serve
you as long as I live. I then felt happy, and willing to live or die, just
as God pleased. I was sure if he killed me I would be ha'ppy. Before
this I looked at the fire and said if I die now I will go away into the
fire, but afterwards I was sure if I did I would go to heaven and be
happy." I required him, if he would be one of us to have his hair cut
off, dress as near as he could in civilized garb, keep himself clean,
and obey God &c. He did so, and for a few months, I was much with
him, and his talk in meeting and in private was all consistent with
his professions. But by spring his hair was grown out, and the
abundance of fish and game pushed his ribs out, and like [not legible]
he waxed fat and kicked. The first I knew about Sunset he was on a
log in the midst of the camp making a speech against us. This was
about the way of all of them. No stability at all.
These Indians were of three parties or religions. 1. Heathens.
They were Idolaters in one sense. They worshipped animals, birds,
sticks, stones &c. But I believe all these were but Mediators. They
really acknowledged the Great good Spirit, and the great Evil
Spirit. One they venerated, and the other they tried to appease. The
Bear is their Chief Mediator. Their theory is that he is immortal.
When they eat him the bones are preserved without breaking, in the
main, and carried to the forest and laid in place. He assumes flesh
again and comes to be caught to feed them, etc. When bears become
scarce it was easy for them to charge it upon the missionaries,
because the bears had been offended with their teaching and had
gone under ground. Hence they drove Ely away, and threatened me.
2. The French religion. The Catholic Priest - Baraga - came once
in a year or two, baptized some, gave them crosses, taught\them
forms &c. and they were ever after of the French religion - the
hardest of any to reach, because no change was required - it was
the easy religion - ours hard.
The waters arose in June so as to overflow all the low lands.
The water filled the traders ware house to within two feet of the
second floor. It drove us all to higher ground, undermining our
mission house, leaving it nearly a wreck. We all had to take to wig
warn life. While we were so situated, after the waters began to
abate, Bro. Spates came from Sandy Lake, and next day Bro.
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Goodrich came in the fur company's boat from La Pointe, the only
time !w reached the mission. He stayed one night, which was wig
wamlife enough for him. In answer to his question if I would return
after conf. I said yes, on condition that we had appropriation enough
to get seed and farming tools, and to take children as apprentices.
But he was opposed to any thing but turning over our missions to
Michigan - hence I did not return, and Bro. Spates was sent there
instead of Sandy Lake. I was going to Conference by way of St.
Peters, and accompanied Bro. Spates to Sandy Lake, where I
baptized John Johnson's child Bro. Spates not being in orders. We
came (Spates and 1) in a bark canoe I had built at Fon du Lac, to
Prairie du Chien before we could get a steamer.
I then thought, and still think we threw away much money, and
lost much valuable time by pursuing a mistaken policy. To send men
there to preach to a people scattered from necessity over a large
tract of country in pursuit of game, and whose children could not be"
kept in school, was all folly as it proved. If we had made a single
point at which to make a farm, and taken as many children as we
could as apprentices we might have done much with the same
money and time we wasted in our foolish plans. But all that is past.
If you can cull from the foregoing anything of interest I will be
glad to have contributed it. If not, throw it into the kindling basket.
Yours truly
T.M. Fullerton
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