
John Ware Report

John Ware was a Black Canadian rancher and horseman in Alberta. He was a trailblazer 

and innovator who helped shape the frontier landscape of what would become the province of 

Alberta. Ware made lasting contributions to ranching and farming, which were the main 

economic drivers in the development of Alberta and other Western provinces.

Ware was born into slavery in the American South likely between 1850 and 1854 and 

was freed at the abolition of slavery in 1865 when he was about eleven years old.1 He worked in 

the cattle industry in Texas as a cowboy and eventually worked as a member of cattle teams to 

transport large herds of cattle over long distances. Ware was working in Texas as a cowhand and 

made his way north to Idaho on one such job. He was in Idaho in 1882 when he was offered a 

job to help drive 3,000 cattle to Alberta, Canada with a colleague named Bill Moodie. They were 

hired by Tom Lynch a colleague of Fred Stimson, who was one of the owners of the North West 

Cattle Company, also known as Bar U Ranch.2 Stimson ordered “3,000 Durham-Shorthorn 

stocker cattle, 21 purebred Shorthorn bulls and 75 saddle horses” and asked Lynch to find a 

competent group of men to trail them up to the new ranch.3  

Ware worked as the dragman, the most unpleasant, dangerous job on the team, riding 

behind the herd in the dust, rounding up strays, and pushing the cattle forward. He also served as 

a nighthawk, guarding the herd overnight to protect the cattle from wild animals and cattle 

thieves. The journey took four months from May to September, arriving in Longview, Alberta on 

September 25, 1882.4 Ware decided to stay in Alberta when he was offered a job as a ranch hand 

at the Bar U Ranch and learned that the government was issuing “free” land to homestead. He 

also worked at the MacPherson and the Quorn ranches. Ware’s roles on the ranches included 



working as a roper and rider, a cow puncher, a bronco buster, and a manager of a horse herd. In 

the ranching world, demonstrating one’s skills and abilities with handling cattle was popular. 

Ware participated in many competitions that were based on the daily duties of cowboys, where 

he exhibited his talents that Albertans became aware of. In 1885, Ware participated in a round-up 

cattle competition where he displayed his exceptional riding skills and garnered the reputation of 

as being one of the best rough riders.5 That year, the MacLeod Gazette reported that “The horse 

is not running on the prairie which John cannot ride.”6 

By 1890, Ware purchased land to establish his own ranch near Millarville, called the 

Four-Nines Ranch.7 John Ware married Toronto-born Mildred Lewis, whose family emigrated 

from Ontario to homestead in Alberta, in February 1892.8 They had 6 children – two daughters 

and four sons: Amanda Janet "Nettie" (1893-1989), Robert Lewis (1894-1980), twins William 

Henry (1898-1934)and Mildred Jane (1898-1988), Arthur Nelson (1900-1989), and Daniel Lewis 

(1901-1904).9 In 1900, the Wares moved near Brooks, Alberta in the Gem/Duchess area, built a 

cabin along the Red Deer River, and set up a new ranch.10 In 1902, their home was destroyed 

during a spring flood and immediately began rebuilding on higher ground.11 Ware would come to 

own hundreds of cattle and horses on his ranch.

Other members of the Ware family used their entrepreneurial talents and skills or developed new 

ones to sustain their families in this new settlement. Mildred, new to rural living, learned how to milk 

cows and make butter, which she sold.12  Mildred’s parents both operated their own businesses. Her 

father, Daniel Vant Lewis, was a carpenter by trade in Toronto and after an unsuccessful attempt at 

homesteading, relocated his family to Calgary where he resumed his trade. He specialized in building 

fancy staircases in upscale homes in the city. Her mother, Charlotte (Campbell) Lewis, took in laundry to 

help take care of her family.13 



Ware made tremendous contributions to ranching and farming, which were the main 

economic drivers in the development of Alberta and other Western provinces. As a rancher, he 

pioneered new agricultural techniques. He was one of the first ranchers in the area to develop 

irrigation systems on his farm. Ware dug ditches from the creek to channel water to his farm for 

his family and his crops and cattle.14 Ware was one of the first ranchers to use the method of 

dipping cattle in a special parasiticide that prevented a burrowing mite disease called mange.15 

He walked across the backs of cattle in crowded stockyards. He rode the wildest bucking horses 

and wrestled steers onto their backs with his powerful grip. In fact, Ware is credited for 

introducing steer wrestling to the Prairies. He was very skilled with the lasso. As a testament to 

his prowess, Ware won his first roping contest at Calgary Exhibition in 1893 and again in 1894 

when he broke his own record, a skills competition that would become a highlight of the Calgary 

Stampede.16 

Like other ranchers of the time, Ware created his own cattle brand used to mark the cattle 

that he owned for identification purposes. Initially, his brand was “9999,” hence the name of his 

Millarville ranch, Four Nines. In 1898, he registered his modified iron brand for cattle as “999,” 

called walking sticks. Ware also registered the use of one “9” for his horses. His brand for cattle 

that he wished to transfer to his daughter Nettie was “DC” and a cross “┼” for the cattle we was 

transferring to his son Robert.17

 John Ware was involved in his community in a number of ways. During the month of 

February in 1885, John Ware attended a dinner and dance that was attended by other ranchers 

and their families. I was described as “the biggest dance ever given in the country” and Ware 

called off the dances and did it way up.”18 In November 1890, Ware donated $10 to support the 

newly opened Calgary General Hospital.19 



Things took a turn for the worse in Ware’s life beginning in 1904. His two-year old son Daniel 

Lewis passed away. Then Ware’s wife Mildred died on March 30, 1905 of typhoid and 

pneumonia.20 Ware’s mother-in-law took the young children to stay with her for a while, so he 

could focus on his ranch. Six months later, Ware had a horrible fatal work accident. On 

September 11, 1905, he was attempting to cut a steer from a bunch of cattle and was killed when 

his horse stumbled in a badger hole and fell on him. His son Robert was with him and rode the 

horse to get help, but Ware could not be saved. 21 His funeral was held on September 14th, two 

weeks after Alberta became a province. Ware’s unfortunate passing was reported as the largest 

gathering in Calgary to that point. People from near and far converged at Calgary’s First Baptist 

church to pay their respects.22 

John Ware was known as a fine man. He was noted as being well known and respected. 

In spite of his upstanding character, Ware was commonly known by the racist euphemism of 

“Nigger John.” It was also used in newspapers several times to describe him, including in his 

death notice.23 The N-word has always been a potent word, that conveys a sense of inferiority of 

Black people throughout our history. There is a myth that persists that Ware accepted this name 

as a term of endearment. Cheryl Foggo quoted Ware’s daughter Nettie who said, “No one called 

my father ‘Nigger John’. Not to his face. The only time I saw someone do it was in Calgary - and 

that man ended up in hospital. But Father paid his bill.”24 It is important to note this discussion 

here, because this term was used to name several landmarks after Ware in efforts to remember 

him and to identify places that he was associated with and lived near. A mountain was known as 

Nigger John Ridge and was registered by the government as its official name. In 1970, this 



official title was renamed as John Ware Ridge, after Ware’s daughter Nettie and son Robert 

campaigned to have the derogatory term changed.25 

Other places where named after John Ware. There is Ware Creek, which flows through 

the lands that were part of Ware’s original ranch, on the north end of John Ware Ridge. The 

Dominion Land Survey recorded the name in 1893 and the name of the creek was officially 

adopted in 1909.26 A Calgary junior high school was named after him in 1968, John Ware Junior 

High School, and a building at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology was also named in 

his honour. Prairie historian and author Grant MacEwan wrote a book on Ware's life in 1960.  

There have been ongoing efforts to memorialize Ware. A plaque dedicated to Ware was 

installed on a large rock near Ware Creek on what was once the Ware family property by the 

new owners.27 The last Ware log home was relocated to Dinosaur Provincial Park in 1958 by 

volunteers and repaired. It was moved again to its current location in the park in 1993 for 

preservation and underwent a 3-year restoration beginning in 1998. After the cabin was 

completed, new interpretive displays were installed. The cabin was reopened to visitors in June 

2001 and officially unveiled on Parks Day in July 2002.28 Ware was one of the two Black 

Canadians featured in the 2012 Canada Post Black History commemorative postage stamps.29 

The Glenbow Museum & Archives in Alberta have included Ware in their focus on the pioneers 

of the province and house many documents and images on the Ware and Lewis families. In 2006, 

Alberta musician Diamond Joe White memorialized Ware in a song titled "High Rider: The John 

Ware Story."30 Lastly, in 2017, Cheryl Foggo, a Black Canadian author, poet, journalist, 

documentary, in film director, screenwriter and playwright, produced a play on John Ware’s life 

called, John Ware Reclaimed, life and is currently producing a documentary of the same title that 

will present current, more accurate research on Ware.31



John Ware is an important part of the historical fabric of Alberta and of Canada. He had a 

significant impact on his family, his community, and the emerging ranching industry in Alberta 

at the turn of the twentieth century. Although he became a local legend, Ware was a maverick, a 

real man who left a very real lasting impression.
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