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Preface

The Indian land question is as old as British Columbia itself. The
question remains as critical as it has ever been, and it is today more
controversial than it has been for over a century. The Indian peoples of
British Columbia have constantly sought to have the question resolved;
their efforts to do so have been at the heart of their modern political
history. White government officials have as constantly ignored, sup-
pressed, and distorted the question. With very few exceptions, white
scholars have avoided both the land question and modern Indian politi-
cal history; implicitly, but effectively, they have sustained the official
view and hindered informed public debate. My intent in this book is to
remedy some of the deficiency. My purpose is not to test or demonstrate
academic theories, nor is it to provide any detailed comparison with
other jurisdictions. My purpose is to describe the history of the land
question in British Columbia and to reveal something of the remarkable
achievements of the Indian peoples in their steadfast pursuit of their
land rights through peaceful political means.

Like most white British Columbians, I was raised and educated in
ignorance of both Indians and the land question. In Kamloops, where I
grew up, the Whites lived on one side of the river and the Indians lived
on the other. The Indian reserve was the centrepiece of the local land-
scape, and the red-brick Indian residential school was for years the most
prominent building in the valley. Yet, from the perspective I acquired,
the Indians could have been on another planet. Only much later, as
Indian students began to appear in my university classes and as they
and other students turned to aboriginal issues, did I come to appreciate
the creative political vitality of the Indian peoples of British Columbia
and to see the need for a comprehensive examination of the Indian
land question and Indian political activity.

My own research began in 1979. A visiting research scholarship,
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awarded by the University of Victoria and funded by the Canada Coun-
cil, enabled me to spend much of 1980 travelling throughout the prov-
ince interviewing Indian leaders, attending meetings, and examining
documents in the offices of tribal councils and Indian organizations.
During 1980 and subsequent years I attended meetings and assemblies
of more tribal councils, forums, and Indian organizations in the prov-
ince than did any other person, Indian or non-Indian.

I was the first political scientist to conduct such field research in
British Columbia. I was welcomed almost everywhere; often 1 was the
only non-Indian present. During this period I was also allowed access to
the Department of Indian Affairs regional archives in Vancouver, and
there I examined official records and correspondence dating from the
mid-19g50s to the late 1970s. My explanation of public policy and Indian
politics during the contemporary period is thus based on my own con-
tact with the major political leaders, upon my own examination of the
relevant written material, and upon my own direct observation of all the
important political developments during the last decade.

Since 1982 I have been an adviser to the Council for Yukon Indians as
that organization and its member communities have gone about arrang-
ing their future through one of the great modern land claim agree-
ments. My view that similar agreements are appropriate and feasible in
British Columbia is thus based on direct knowledge of what has
occurred in a neighbouring jurisdiction, where, aside from the absence
of a provincial government, the historic circumstances are similar to
those in British Columbia.

The literature on the subject in British Columbia begins with a
remarkable volume, Papers Connected with the Indian Land Question,
1850-1875." Put together more than a century ago as the product of
white opposition to provincial government policies,? it contains a com-
plete record of the beginnings and early history of the issue. Later,
when white politicians thwarted the Indians by denying them access to
it, the volume played its own part in the unfolding of events.* Happily, it
has recently been reprinted under the auspices of the Provincial
Archives and is now widely available.

Three scholars stand above others in having established the present-
day foundations for study of the land question and of Indian history in
British Columbia.* The late Wilson Duff, anthropologist, published
The Indian History of British Columbia in 1964;° it is a brief introduction
to the subject. Robin Fisher, historian, published Contact and Conflict:
Indian-European Relations in British Columbia, 1774-1890 in 1977:% it
provides a substantial and authoritative treatment. Although I disagree
with Duff and Fisher on some points, notably concerning the motives
and policies of James Douglas, my intellectual debt to them is great.
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Rolf Knight's Indians At Work: An Informal History of Native Indian
Labour in British Columbia, 1858-1930 was published in 1978.” Although
focusing on labour from an economic perspective, Knight provides a
broad, and indispensable, introduction to modern Indian history.
Knight is sceptical of established academic interpretations. He regards
Indians not as mere objects of history but as ordinary human beings
who adapt, cope, and decide. Knight intends his book to do justice “to
the lives and accomplishments of previous generations of Indian work-
ing people” and to acknowledge the potential of future generations.®
Although my focus is on politics rather than economics, my approach
and intent are similar to Knight’s.

Among more recent studies, Brian Titley’s biography of Duncan
Campbell Scott presents much of relevance.® Insightful also, and as
much for the present as for the future, is Frank Cassidy and Norman
Dale’s After Native Claims? The Implications of Comprehensive Claims Settle-
ments for Natural Resources in British Columbia."

Some words which I use in this book may need comment. “Aborigi-
nal” is now permanently enshrined in Canadian usage through the
Constitution, which recognizes the Indian, Métis, and Inuit peoples as
the “aboriginal peoples” of Canada. “Aboriginal” does not mean first
on the scene; it means, rather, present when modern history began or
when colonizers arrived. Indians were and are the aboriginal peoples
of British Columbia." “Indian” and “aboriginal” and “native,” as adjec-
tives and nouns, are thus synonymous within British Columbia; each is
commonly used by Indians and others; none has any pejorative conno-
tation.

“Whites” is a trickier term. Until recent decades British Columbia
Whites openly identified themselves as “Whites” or “white people.” The
fourteen early treaties, for example, state that the purchased Indian
lands are to become the “property of the White people for ever.” Until
the late 1940s Whites in the province were eager to distinguish them-
selves from non-Whites and to protect white political interests, as they
did in denying Indian claims, curbing Asian immigration, and prohibit-
ing major non-white groups from voting.

Since that time there has been growth in the degree of white racial
tolerance and in the size of the non-white, non-aboriginal population of
the province. “Whites” has vanished entirely from official use and
largely from public discussion. Whites, however, do continue to use the
word privately among themselves, and they use it publicly in places
where the land question is a controversial local issue.

Whites continue to occupy almost all positions of political power in
the provincial and federal governments. In addition, as I show in Chap-
ter 17, the pejorative image of the Indian long held by Whites still



xii Preface

underlies provincial government policy. In fact, the Indian land ques-
tion remains, as it has always been, a question between Indians and
Whites.

Indians refer to “Whites” in both ordinary conversation and public
statements. Often they use the word to mean all non-Indians, but this
usage is hardly satisfactory. In New Zealand the Maori word “Pakeha” is
widely used by everyone to refer to non-Maori.'* Having an equivalent
word in British Columbia would ease the discussion of aboriginal mat-
ters and obviate any need for the awkward and negative terms “non-
Indian” and “non-aboriginal.” Perhaps Indians could bestow a suitable
name upon their fellow British Columbians (a name chosen after land
claim settlements would perhaps prove more congenial than one cho-
sen earlier). Those Whites who would hesitate to accept and use such a
name would be showing their true colour.

“Politics” is the first and the final word pertaining to the land ques-
tion. Politics is the fundamental human activity; politics is driven by the
passions of peoples and the powers of governments; politics brings out
the best and the worst in human beings. Defined drily by social scien-
tists, politics is the identifying of, and dealing with, the fundamental
issues and beliefs facing peoples or governments. Peoples can have
politics whether or not they have formal governments. Governments
cannot avoid politics; it is what they do. Issues cannot be dealt with until
they are identified or, as is sometimes said, until they are put on the
public agenda. Whether an issue is to be on that agenda is often a more
controversial matter than is dealing with it once it is on. In British
Columbia the land question has always been at the top of the agendas
of the Indian peoples. Provincial government politicians have always
denied that it belongs on theirs. The year 1989, however, did bring the
first ever signs that the British Columbia government might be prepar-
ing to change its historic position.

My approach in this book is for the most part chronological. The first
chapter describes the Indian peoples themselves, discusses aboriginal
rights and land claims, and outlines the common Indian and non-
Indian perceptions of those rights and claims. The next three chapters
focus on the actions and omissions of governments from 1849, when the
first colony was created, to 1887, by which time the Indian land question
was firmly established in its present form. Chapter 5 examines the
events of 1887, in which traditional Indian leaders presented a compre-
hensive set of demands and began the development of modern political
forms and strategies.

Chapter 6 pauses in the chronology to consider the factors governing
those forms and strategies; the chapter is thus an introduction and
guide to Indian political activity during the present century. Chapters 7
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and 8 examine the attainment of the first, and fragile, province-wide
Indian unity and its curtailment by Parliament’s outlawing of Indian
claims activity in 192%7. The following two chapters deal with the differ-
ing nature of political developments among coastal and interior Indians
over the next four decades. Chapter 11 examines federal government
policies of the 1g6os that came to have quite unintenidded effects upon
contemporary Indian political development.

Chapters 12 to 15 deal with the 1970s and 1g8os, the tumultuous two
decades in which communities and tribal groups wrested political con-
trol from the big province-wide Indian organizations, renewed the land
claim struggles that had been interrupted in 1927, and turned to the
courts. Chapter 16 analyses the major court cases and considers the
province’s legal arguments against aboriginal title. The final chapter
examines the province’s political arguments and assesses the likelihood
of change in the province’s denial of title and refusal to negotiate.
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CHAPTER ONE

Aboriginal Peoples and Aboriginal Clarms

The northwest coast of North America was a place of peoples. In the
portion that would become coastal British Columbia, along the con-
torted shoreline, on the countless islands, and far inland along the
many rivers, there was an extensive maritime population. Nowhere
north of Mexico were there greater numbers or denser concentrations.
To the east, across the great plateau of the interior, and north into the
western reaches of the continental plain there were other peoples, but
less numerous. Whites have consistently underestimated the original
aboriginal population of British Columbia. Until recently the accepted
estimate was less than 100,000.! The low number resulted in part from
failure to recognize the extent of early post-contact epidemics and in
part from the scarcity of archeological research, but it served as well the
implicit purpose of demeaning aboriginal claims and buttressing white
myths. In the 1g70s and 198os the estimates of the pre-contact popula-
tion rose steadily. Today the estimate is between 00,000 and 400,000 for
all of British Columbia.?

The aboriginal past is closer in British Columbia than almost any-
where else on the continent. Whites began to arrive in significant
numbers only in the 1850s, and not until the 18qos did effective white
control extend to the last of the major aboriginal groups. In almost
every Indian community there are still elders who as children were
taught by parents or grandparents who had grown to adulthood in self-
governing communities free of control by Whites. Moreover, although
the Whites brought devastating diseases and disruptive change, there
was no armed conquest, no widespread displacing of villages, and rela-
tively little forced admixing of differing communities. The aboriginal
past was not cut off. Many aboriginal communities remained resident
on ancestral sites. They could thus more easily keep alive their ways,
their memories, and their ideals.
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At the time the Whites arrived there were more than thirty separate
aboriginal groups in what would become British Columbia. Each had a
unique linguistic and cultural identity, as well as a name for itself and a
territory which it made use of. The groups were as distinct from one
another as were the various European nations of the time. While several
of the smaller groups died out after contact, most survived. Today’s
groups are listed in Table 1.°

What to call these groups is an important consideration, for ambi-
guity or misunderstanding can easily occur. British Columbia Indians
themselves refer to the groups as “tribes,” “peoples,” “nations,” or
“tribal groups,” but none of these is completely satisfactory as a generic
word. “Tribe” is the most ambiguous, for it is also applied by Indians to
kin-groups and to local communities, while “people” (as in “my peo-
ple”) can mean anything from a kin-group to all British Columbia
Indians. “Nation,” which was commonly used in the last century by
colonial officials, missionaries, and other white observers, does remain
suitable, but ambiguity arises from the common use of “first nation,”
which normally refers only to the local community and not to the entire
culture group. “Tribal group” is perhaps the best, since it is the only one
of the four which is never applied to local communities, at least in
British Columbia usage. It has also been the term most commonly used
during recent years by those Indians seeking a greater political role for
the language or culture groups. “Tribal group” will thus be used
throughout this book. It must be emphasized that the purpose of using
this term is to distinguish the groups listed in Table 1 from less inclusive
entities such as kin-groups, bands, or local communities. “Tribal group”
therefore has the same meaning as “nation” had in the last century; it
refers to only one specific type of group; it is not a general term for
collections of Indians.* The tribal groups are today the predominant
political units among British Columbia Indians, and it is vitally impor-
tant that they not be confused with other, less inclusive groups.®

From the beginning Whites have known most of the individual tribal
groups by their correct Indian names. In some cases, however, Whites
either got the name wrong or gave the group an English name. Among
the best-known wrong names was “Nootka,” which Captain James Cook
applied to the people of the west coast.®* One Indian explanation for the
error is that Cook took the Indians to be calling out their name as his
ship approached; in fact, the shouted phrase that could be taken as
“Nootka” was a warning to watch out for underwater rocks.” The peo-
ple’s own name for themselves is “Nuu’chah’nulth.” The English word
“Carrier” was given to the Dakelh® and remains the common name in
English. “Carrier” was also applied rather broadly; today the Wet’su-
wet'en and the Babine are recognized as distinct groups. Another well-
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