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Meanings of Mobility on the
Northwest Coast

Paige Raibmon

Colonial situations are riven with contradiction and irony. Rhetoric and
practice pull in opposite directions. Colonizers produce the circumstances
that they decry. These so-called “tensions of empire” are characteristic of
colonial settings around the world, and the Northwest Coast is no excep-
tion.' Testament to this can be found in the swirling diversity of meanings
that accrued to various manifestations of movement on the late nineteenth-
century Northwest Coast. In the decades following British Columbia’s en-
trance into Confederation, Aboriginal mobility became a marker of both
colonial oppression and Indigenous resistance.” From the perspective of new-
comers, the colonial era had ended, but for Aboriginal people it was enter-
ing a new and more intense phase.” Aboriginal people engaged in new
patterns of mobility, sometimes with volition, sometimes under duress. Skip
Ray’s early and mid-career research emphasizes how, for two centuries, Ab-
original movement and migrations constituted a central characteristic of
the fur trade in Rupert’s Land.* On the Pacific Coast, too, after commerce in
furs had ceased being the central point of contact between Native and new-
comer, Aboriginal mobility became the vehicle for a range of activities as
diverse as the seasonal round, feasting, wage labour, residential schooling,
political protest, and flight from violence and the law. Aboriginal migrants
and colonial observers attributed very different meanings to such activities.
To many colonial observers, the movements of Aboriginal people seemed
constant and ubiguitous. Colonial rhetoric cited Aboriginal mobility as jus-
tification for the appropriation of Aboriginal land. Missionaries and gov-
ernment officials juxtaposed stereotypes of shiftless, wandering Indians
against an idealized image of civilized, sedentary farmers.” Such evaluations
of Aboriginal mobility were disingenuous on at least two counts. First, they
overlooked the fact that colonialism had physically displaced, that is rmoved,
Aboriginal people; and second, they ignored the highly mobile lives of the
newcomers themselves. For Aboriginal people seasonal mobility was a means

Binnema, Ted, and Neylan, Susan, eds. New Histories for Old : Changing Perspectives on Canada's Native Pasts. Vancouver, BC, CAN: UBC Press, 2007. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 21 April 2015.
Copyright © 2007. UBC Press. All rights reserved.



176 Paige Raibmon

to survival and an assertion of inherent rights. Aboriginal people shared
some of their understandings of mobility with the McKenna McBride Royal
Commission of 1913-16. They reported on forced displacements and ex-
pressed a fierce attachment to their territories. Their testimony suggests that
they enacted this attachment, at least in part, through movement. The com-
missioners were ill-prepared to understand these mobile expressions of own-
ership and title; eighty years later, non-Aboriginal British Columbians have
still not done enough to open their minds and ears to meanings of mobility
that differ from their expectations. Given its prominence in both Aborig-
inal lives and colonial imaginations, mobility deserves historical analysis in
its own right. In the spirit of initiating such analysis, this chapter offers an
introductory commentary on Aboriginal mobility at the turn of the twenti-
eth century.

Long before the arrival of Europeans on the Northwest Coast, Aboriginal
people had — through their seasonal mobility — turned the 1,600-kilometre
stretch of coastline between Puget Sound and the Gulf of Alaska into a mari-
time region. Aboriginal people traversed this region in their annual migra-
tions to their fishing, sealing, and berrying grounds: they circulated through
winter villages and summer camps to attend important gatherings and feasts,
and they transported goods and slaves along trading networks that ran the
length of the coast. By the late nineteenth century, international bound-
aries trifurcated this long-standing region into British Columbia and the
American-owned territories of Alaska and Washington to the north and
south, respectively. 5till other colonial lines appeared that parsed the In-
digenous world further still into Indian agencies, reservations (in Washing-
ton), and reserves (in British Columbia).

With the proliferation of colonial lines that were supposed to contain
human movement, some patterns of Indigenous mobility expanded rather
than contracted. From at least the 1850s, Aboriginal people from British
Columbia and Alaska (then Russian America) had been travelling to Puget
Sound, where they earned cash working in sawmills, in the sex trade, and at
a variety of other occupations. In subsequent decades, opportunities for
wage labour increased. Aboriginal people continued to travel far bevond
the boundaries of their traditional territories to earn money at canneries,
logging camps, fishing and sealing stations, hop and berry fields, and even
world’s fairs. Some crossed the Pacific on sealing expeditions to Japan and
Hawaii.® The movements of Nuu-chah-nulth from the west coast of Van-
couver Island offer just one example. Many Nuu-chah-nulth, who had long
hunted fur seals for food, began to work in the commercial pelagic seal
hunt that took them on winter journeys from the Pribilof Islands to Cali-
fornia.” Then, in early summer, Nuu-chah-nulth families fanned out, mov-
ing between familial gatherings, hereditary fishing sites, and wage work
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in Victoria, New Westminster, Steveston, and/or Washington Territory.” The
diaries of a Tsimshian man, Arthur Wellington Clah, describe a comparable
pattern of movement on the north coast.”

This expanding circle of movement poses a bit of a paradox. Certainly
colonial rhetoric promised the reverse. Lines on the map showed Aborig-
inal people relegated to an ever-shrinking land base. And colonial rhetori-
cians equated civilization with idealized images of sedentary yeoman farmers
following agrarian lifestyles.' Rural landownership was the cornerstone of
the resettlement of British Columbia, and colonial land policy attempted to
tie settlers to their pre-emptions by requiring continuous residence.'' Mis-
sionaries and government officials, in turn, cited highly visible instances of
Aboriginal mobility as evidence of the need for state and church interven-
tion in Aboriginal lives. The deputy superintendent general for Indian af-
fairs captured this sentiment in his annual report for 1898:

Cultivation of the soil necessitates remaining in one spot, and then exerts
an educational influence of a general character. It keeps prominently before
the mind the relation of cause and effect, together with the dependence
upon a higher power. It teaches moreover the necessity for systematic work
at the proper season, for giving attention to detail, and patience in waiting
for results. It inculcates furthermore the idea of individual proprietorship,
habits of thrift, a due sense of the value of money, and the importance of its
investment in useful directions.?

Civilized Indians were to be sedentary ones. The Indian agent among the
Cowichan, for example, believed that migratory labour encouraged improvi-
dence and that agriculture was preferable to what he termed the “precar-
ious help which may or may not be obtained from outside sources,” such as
hop field or cannery labour." The Indian agent from the west coast of Van-
couver Island agreed, going so far as to express satisfaction when a small-
pox outbreak in Victoria induced many Nuu-chah-nulth to refrain from
travelling to work in the hop fields and canneries, despite the fact that they
would be significantly poorer for the lack of wages. Financially, he admit-
ted, they would be significantly worse off, but morally, he believed them
much improved for staying closer to home."™ Wage-induced mobility was
one thing. Such proponents of sedentarist ideology found mobility associ-
ated with the gatherings they called “potlatches” still more egregious. The
missionary among the Kwakwaka'wakw decried travels that drew people
away “for the purpose of receiving blankets,” as he put it.'* He criticized the
participants for the opportunity cost of such events: “Have they (say 200
able men among them) earned or produced $2 per day, i.e. 1 cent per man
during this stay? 1 believe not.”'*
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Missionaries and government officials opposed Aboriginal mobility for
practical as well as ideological reasons. Indian agents had difficultly inspect-
ing their wards; teachers and missionaries had trouble filling schoolrooms
and church pews." In order to keep pace with those they sought to admin-
ister, some agents and missionaries followed in the migratory wake of their
Aboriginal charges.”™ Colonial officials designed residential schools and
boarding schools as an antidote for the uncivilized migrations of Aboriginal
people. But the practice of removing children from their families in order to
send them to school created a new circuit of Aboriginal mobility, one that
became the most traumatic and disruptive force in the lives of many Ab-
original families across several generations.”™ This was only one of the ways
in which colonial practice engendered the Aboriginal movement that col-
onial rhetoric condemned.

Pro-agrarian rhetoric aside, colonial authorities enlisted Indian land policy
in the cause of supporting the nascent capitalist economy and, in so doing,
tacilitated expanded patterns of Aboriginal migration. It was no accident
that, as Aboriginal people entered the new economy, they overwhelmingly
did so not as bosses but as workers. While pre-emption regulations tried to
fix settlers to the land, Indian land policy worked in the opposite direction.
Government officials in British Columbia implemented a reserve policy that
relegated Aboriginal people to ever smaller and less arable pieces of land,
with the explicit design of propelling Aboriginal people into the workforce
and marketplace.”” This policy served the interests of immigrants by open-
ing up much of the province to non-Aboriginal pre-emption. Land was avail-
able for pre-emption as long as it was not a designated Indian reserve and
did not contain “Indian improvements.” This latter condition could be over-
come if the said improvements had been “abandoned.” Differential mean-
ings of mobility produced conflicts over the definition of “abandoned,”
however, as the colonial discourse of mobility supported the interpretation
of seasonal absences as abandonment.

Storekeepers and small businesspeople likewise benefited from the inte-
gration of Aboriginal people into the cash economy. Taken together, the
cycles of labour and gift-giving were good for business. Labour provided the
wages necessary to purchase the large amount of goods to be distributed at
feasts. The fall conclusion of the hop season in Puget Sound, for example,
was like an early Christmas for storeowners, when thousands of Aboriginal
workers from the length of the Pacific coast began to spend their earnings.*'
When it suited their bottom line, businesspeople intervened on behalf of
their Aboriginal customers. In 1887, storekeepers in Nanaimo opposed the
efforts of the Indian agent to evict an encampment of Lekwiltok and send
them home to Cape Mudge.* Whether Aboriginal customers bought goods
for give-aways or for personal use made little difference to businesspeople
who put their money in their cash registers.
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Not least, government land policy bequeathed to the resource industry
the gift of a large, mobile, and flexible labour force. The highly seasonal,
resource-based economy depended upon migrant workers. As one reporter
explained when the hops were almost ready to harvest: “The question of
questions with the hop growers is, Will enough come? If so, will they arrive
in time?”*" One Washington hop farmer tried to answer this question by
offering pickers two dollars “booty” (the equivalent of two days’ wages) if
they arrived by 1 September as well as by offering Indian agents a commis-
sion if they sent their wards to his farm.* Such expenses were worth this
farmer’s while: he had lost over a thousand dollars the previous year be-
cause he lacked the workers to begin the harvest on time. Fish canneries
faced similar difficulties in securing enough labour at the right time. Can-
neries sometimes took proactive steps in order to secure enough workers for
the coming season by effectively contracting them months in advance. In
1895, they distributed food and goods to families as an advance against
their wages for the coming season.*

Land policy was only one arm of the colonial law that helped fuel Aborig-
inal mobility. Many Aboriginal people found that they had to move around
to find work because on-reserve economic opportunities were frequently de-
nied them. When some Squamish who preferred not to go to work in the city
established a gravel business on their reserve, officials quickly shut it down.
In the words of Chief Mathias Joseph: “Just like that as if I was stealing my
own gravel to make a living.”*" In this and other instances, the need to make
a living facilitated inter-reserve and off-reserve mobility among the Squamish.~
The gravel on the Squamish reserve was only one of many resources to which
colonial policies restricted Aboriginal access. Aboriginal people were also for-
bidden from logging their reserves and selling the timber. This restriction
eliminated what might otherwise have been potentially viable and profitable
on-reserve businesses for many reserve communities. Aboriginal people
throughout the province voiced their frustration about this policy to the
McKenna McBride Commission.® Understandably, some Aboriginal people
came to feel completely hamstrung, as though all options except migrant
wage labour were futile. In the words of a Cowichan man, John Elliot:

The white people tell us that we Indians do not till the land, that we are a
class of people who will not work. Now, if we were to go to work and grow
stuft on our lands, we would not be able to find a proper market for our
produce. The white men will not buy from us ... Besides, if we cultivate the
land, where are we going to keep our cattle. There is not enough land on
the Reserves, and no man with a small piece of land can make a decent
living out of it. Then again, if our land is fenced in to keep the cattle otf the
roads, white people very often come down on fishing expeditions, climb
over and break our fences, and, when spoken to, they say we have no right
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here. It pays the Indians better to go fishing in the Fraser River, where they
can some times make 600 or 700 dollars in a season, then it would to stay at
home and try to farm the small pieces of land which they have. The land is
altogether too small.

Aboriginal people confronted an accumulation of policies and practices that
discouraged farming and restricted on-reserve businesses and resource har-
vesting. These policies and practices directly contradicted colonial rhetoric,
which held that civilization would settle Aboriginal people permanently.
But if this made colonial rhetoricians uneasy, it appeased investors, boost-
ers, and industrial capitalists who worried about keeping much-needed sea-
sonal workers close at hand. Non-Aboriginal bosses did not want to see
their flexible labour force turn into an independent merchant class.

Employers received an addition to their potential employment rolls when,
regardless of policy or the law, settlers took action to displace Aboriginal
people directly. As John Elliot continued, “The white people come on our
lands and shoot, telling us we have no title to the land. It is hardly likely
then that the Indians will go to work and till the land."”* White squatters in
the Nass Valley attempted to drive Nisga’a inhabitants from their land at
gunpoint.”' An Ahousaht man, Joe Didian Sr., faced threats first from a white
settler and later from an Indian agent, who, rather than offering him pro-
tection, simply warned him that settlers were coming to burn down his
house.”* The Indian agent passed on the same message to Kelsomaht chief
Charlie Johnnie's community, where people fled (or, to use the term from
the pre-emption legislation, “abandoned”) their village of thirteen houses.™*
Johnnie's community was forced to relocate to an unprotected site that was
prone to rough and treacherous water. This, in turn, hampered fishing ef-
forts and required community members to make yet more migrations in
order to make a living. *

In some instances, Aboriginal people relied upon mobility to escape the
threat of physical violence; vet, in other instances, mobility increased their
vulnerability to violent displacement. Returning from fishing, wage work,
or ceremonial events, Aboriginal people might find their houses occupied
by white squatters who claimed to have pre-empted their land. In 1912, an
Ahousaht man on Vargas Island returned home to find a white man, Mr.
Hopkins, occupying his house.” Josephus, also an Ahousaht, was likewise
displaced from his house and garden by a white settler.”® Clearing land on
the dense rainforest of Vancouver Island’s west coast was (and is) no easy
feat. From the settlers’ perspective, the appeal of pre-emptions that included
a standing house and clearing is easy to understand.’” Aboriginal home-
owners had further reason to worry that their houses might be entirely
destroyed in their absence, as was the case with several Muchalaht houses
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along the Gold River sometime in the early twentieth century.”™ The perpe-
trators of such destruction may have been vandals, squatters, or even set-
tlers in search of accessible firewood. The latter was the case on Haida Gwaii,
where immigrants saw, in seasonally vacant homes, the fuel they needed to
keep their own houses warm.*™

Those inclined towards violent displacement were perhaps emboldened
by the fact that, in British Columbia, pre-emptors could often precede sur-
veyors by many years.” There was plenty of time to entrench and benefit
from one’s fraudulent claim before anyone finally, if ever, came to restore
the legal order. This state of affairs has been aptly termed by one scholar as
the “short arm of the law.”*!' It meant not only that conflicts were more
likely to occur but also that, when they did, the parties involved had little
recourse to formal structures. Government officials tended to instruct set-
tlers to resolve disputes on their own, a practice that must have encouraged
settler violence even as it opened avenues for the exercise of Aboriginal
power (as Carlson’s chapter in this collection so aptly demonstrates).** In-
deed, confrontation was sometimes the only way a settler could get a sur-
veyor out to the pre-emption in question.*® When Aboriginal victims of the
ensuing violence complained to authorities, some Indian agents pleaded
impotence in the face of settler aggression.* Perhaps settlers felt justified in
their actions because the law required them to inhabit their pre-emption
continuously or else face losing it.** Regardless, once a house was torn down
or occupied by a white squatter, it must have been difficult for the Aborig-
inal owner to regain possession.

Legally, settlers could not pre-empt Indian reserves or improvements un-
less the land had been “abandoned” by Aboriginal people. But in a colonial
world where “abandonment” could be read into seasonal absences or af-
fected through violence, some of the most desirable lands on the west coast
seemed up for grabs. Debates dating to the 1860s between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal people over the definition of “settlement” continued through
the turn of the twentieth century.*® In 1915, for example, the Chilliwack
City Council attempted to acquire reserve lands that it claimed had not
been continuously occupied in recent vears.®*” Members of the Courtney
Agricultural Society on Vancouver Island similarly sought access to land
that the Cowichan used on a seasonal basis. Speaking for the society, a Mr.
Cameron stated that the land in question was

of no use to the Indians at the present time ... [ would just like to say that I
think the reason the chief has taken up his residence on that land is be-
cause he hears that the Agricultural Society wants it and he is afraid that
some one is trying to “jump” the place on him. He has previously lived
there only at such times as he came down for fishing.*
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Cameron missed the mark on at least two counts. First, he judged land used
in service of the Aboriginal fishery to be “of no use to the Indians.” This is
a critical error. Reserves throughout British Columbia were laid out to pro-
vide access to the fishery. It was a gross distortion to deny the legitimacy of
reserve lands linked to fisheries; such a claim implicitly questioned the sta-
tus of almost all of British Columbia’s coastal reserves.* Second, Cameron
erred in casting the chief’s actions as opportunism. Settlers vying for land
had long used this charge against Aboriginal people who took action in
response to White encroachment.”™ If, as Cameron suggested, the chief had
in fact recently taken up permanent residence on land previously used on a
seasonal basis, then his actions seem better understood as a wise strategy to
retain land rights threatened by the colonial regime. Repeatedly confronted
with powerful non-Aboriginal judgments about land use, occupancy, and
ownership, there can be little doubt that many Aboriginal people came to
understand the vulnerability of unattended land. They built structures such
as houses and fences and buried their dead, marking their ownership of the
land in a language that colonizers understood.”' Colonialism increased the
vulnerability of unattended lands, villages, and houses to an extent that
must have given many Aboriginal people pause before departing on sea-
sonal journeys. And once one was the victim of settler violence, seasonal
wage migration and its attendant vulnerability became even more difficult
to avoid. Lost property needed to be replaced, and that required some cash.
People pushed off sites to which they had hereditary rights likely travelled
to relatives who would agree to share their access. But if the displaced lacked
this option, the wage economy might have been their only alternative.

These circumstances may seem explanation enough for why Aboriginal
people incorporated migrant wage labour into their pre-existing trajector-
ies of mobility. But if there was plenty of “push” behind much Aboriginal
mobility, there was often a fair degree of “pull” too. The “prestige economy”
on the Northwest Coast, in which elite status rested on the dual axes of
heredity and wealth, predisposed coastal peoples to enter the wage econ-
omy.”* As one scholar argues, while the journeys of migrant workers were
not without their perils, they were generally quicker and less risky avenues
to wealth acquisition than were the three pre-existing options of manufac-
turing, trading, or raiding.” Through their incorporation into the capitalist
economy, Aboriginal workers fed their own Indigenous economy of wealth
distribution at events known in the colonial world as “potlatches” (but known
more properly by Indigenous names among each First Nation).

In addition to facilitating the acquisition of wealth and prestige, labour
migrations provided opportune locations for Indigenous gatherings. Labour
camps were common settings for visits with extended kin, feasts, and gam-
bling. These were old activities, but in the late nineteenth century they
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were under new threat. Governments and missionaries attempted to sup-
press the potlatch in Canada and the United States. By combining Indigen-
ous agendas with capitalist ones, Aboriginal migrants could perpetuate
traditional practices while shielding themselves somewhat from the prying
eyes of missionaries and Indian agents. This was true at canneries and hop
fields alike, where workers incorporated feasts and gambling matches into
their journeys.”* Several times during the season of 1899, for example,
Tsimshian Arthur Wellington Clah and his fellow workers at the Rivers Inlet
cannery boarded steamers, taking their canoes in tow, and headed off to
feasts, weddings, and other social gatherings.” Clah subsequently travelled
from Rivers Inlet to the Washington hop fields, where one hundred people
attended a Coast Salish feast held on the Hayes hop farm.** Labour camps
likewise drew people together to play slahal and other gambling games.*’
Similar factors drew Aboriginal people to the hop yvards north of the border
in the Fraser Valley.”™ Gatherings that combined labour with Indigenous
priorities were especially significant for Coast Salish elites who relied on
intervillage audiences to legitimate their positions of privilege.”™ For the
Coast Salish, travel had always been a prerequisite for maintaining high-
status intervillage ties. Wage labour added a new variation to the trajectory
of that age-old travel.

In some instances, Aboriginal travellers truly combined labour with cul-
tural gatherings; at other times, they used labour merely as a pretense for
travel. In early twentieth-century Washington, Indian agents attempted to
prevent Aboriginal people from leaving their reservations unless they could
produce proof of employment. Chief Squiquoi, or Billy Barlow, did not let
this stand in the way of his desire to host a give-away feast in April 1904 on
Whidbey Island. He simply distributed “jobs” as gifts and paid guests “wages”
for their participation in the mortuary feast, putting them to work prepar-
ing the body, cooking, gathering fuel, and drawing water."” The roughly
four hundred guests who attended likely included relatives from British
Columbia, as Barlow was cousin to Charlie Wilson from Kuper Island in the
Gulf of Georgia.”'

In the context of colonial attempts to control Indigenous people, mobil-
ity itself became an expression of opinion. Aboriginal people “voted with
their feet” for a variety of reasons. Some fled to avoid prosecution by the
law. In 1884, for example, a group of Kyuquot confronted the local priest
Father Nicolaye after he forcibly confined two pupils who had been absent
from school. Some sixty community members entered the priest’s house
and restrained him while they released the students. By the time the Indian
agent reached Kyuquot, the so-called “ringleaders” and many others were
conveniently away at the Washington hop fields.®** In other instances, in-
ternational flight provided safety for those who fled charges ranging from
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intoxication to murder."* Others fled the Church rather than the state.
Squamish chief Simon Baker writes that the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries were a time when “the church, you might as well say, ran the
reserve ... The priests were in control ... Those who didn't want to accept
that environment left the community. A lot of them moved to the States.”*™
And still others, such as the Tsimshian followers of William Duncan, sought
increased political freedom within the Christian faith by migrating from
British Columbia to Alaska in 1887 (the subject of Neylan’s chapter in this
volume). Yet, many such migrants no doubt learned, as did the Tsimshian,
that their rights were not necessarily better protected on the other side of
the border.*

Migratory patterns that arose in the colonial context were not always an
easy fit with Indigenous priorities and values. In the mid-1880s, a Nuu-
chah-nulth chief struggled to find guests to attend his daughter’s puberty
feast. When he and his emissaries went to various villages and to the
Steveston canneries to deliver the invitations, the Songhees, Saanich, and
Cowichan declined his invitation because they were on their way to the
hop fields.*® These refusals were a significant insult.” In this instance, the
mobility necessitated by the wage economy interfered with the traditional
order. This Nuu-chah-nulth chief was not the only one to confront such
difficulties. A decade later, Kwakwaka'wakw chiefs noted a different sort of
disruption to their way of life when they complained to the Indian agent
that women from their communities travelled to Victoria for “illegitimate
purposes,” implying that the women found work there as prostitutes.® Some
of these women may well have worked in Victoria's sex trade, but others
likely worked at a variety of other pursuits such as cleaning houses or wash-
ing clothes. Regardless, these Kwakwaka'wakw men were unhappy about
the women's journeys and they sought a way to control them."

Aboriginal mobility in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
was the product of a concatenation of individual agency and structural coer-
cion. The complexity of factors that shaped Aboriginal movement was rarely
visible to non-Aboriginal observers. Colonial rhetoric about shiftless, wan-
dering, uncivilized Indians was readily available and politically expedient.
Few non-Aboriginal people had reason or motivation to look beyond this
explanatory framework. The gulf between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
understandings of mobility was particularly apparent with regard to the all-
important land question. Testimony from the McKenna McBride Commis-
sion is replete with examples of the inability or unwillingness of non-Aboriginal
officials to hear what Aboriginal people were saying. Individual witnesses
came from dozens of different First Nations from all corners of the province.
Although they did not conspire at the time to present a unified front, read
today, their testimony evinces a remarkable commonality of voice.
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Again and again, Aboriginal witnesses to the McKeanna McBride Commis-
sion articulated notions of land and resource rights that were associated with
mobility rather than negated by it. They testified that seasonal or even lengthier
absences did nothing to alter their Indigenous title to the land. “How long
is it since anyone lived in that house?” asked one of the commissioners. “Every
year that man lives there. He lives there every year — he goes there for a part of
the year,” replied the Ahousaht witness.” A Klahoose witness offered a simi-
lar answer when asked whether there was “any person living there [on IR 9]
all the year round?” “Yes. There are six people living there but they all come
over here [to Squirrel Cove] in the winter time.””' Or, as Captain Jack, a
“subchief” of the Mowachaht said, “What we have we want to keep, because
we use them all the vear round — perhaps not all the year, but sometimes
there are families on them and at times the whole tribe frequent the one
place.”’* Witnesses repeatedly insisted that they lived on “every” reserve,’”
that they had more than one “home,”* and that they had “interest” in
more than one reserve.”” Such replies were as common as they were unintel-
ligible to commissioners who conceived of residency in the singular.

The testimony of Chief Kieteer from Ahousaht typifies the point of view
that confused commissioners even as it seemed commonsensical to the
witnesses. Kieteer explained: “We stay all round these islands all the time;
there are several houses on this side of the island where we stay out there
for about two months in the year.”’* To the commissioners’ ears this was an
inherently contradictory statement: “all the time"” did not mean the same
thing as “two months in the year.” But for Kieteer and other Indigenous
witnesses who made similar pleadings, the phrases were not incongruous.
Both phrases expressed the permanence of Aboriginal occupation: “two
months in the year” meant two months every year; “all the time"” did not
mean every day of the year but every year since time immemorial. Entrenched
over countless generations, to the Indigenous witnesses, these patterns of
mobility were anything but signs of itinerancy.

Chiefs who spoke to the commission embedded their words within a much
longer and deeper chronology than did either commissioners or settlers. As
chief Sam from Semihamoo stated: “I got the land from my mother. If [ did
not have the land I would have nothing to eat or make my living out of. My
people lived here all the time and [ was raised here, and I think I am going
to be here all my life — [ would not leave this place at all.”’’ Josephus, an
Ahousaht displaced by an illegal pre-emption, stressed the ancestral nature
of his claim:

(Q: How long have those houses been there?
A: Itis a long time ago since those houses were built. My forefather’s house,
my father’s house, and my house are all over there ...
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(Q: Have the Indians been using that place as long as you can remember?
A: Yes, when I first saw the day I saw the houses over there — there were
houses there before I was born. All the places where the Indians used to go
there used to be houses over there.™

Michael Inspring from the Nass Valley, who had been threatened at gun-
point by a pre-emptor, spoke with similar force about Nisga'a ownership
rooted in the passage of generations:

And we know that this land belongs to us and that they have put up houses
and the houses have rotted away. Some of our people have even died at this
place and have graves here and if you want to see the graves we can point
them out to you — this is another reason why we know that this land be-
longed to the Indians from time immemorial.™

Chief Harry Peters of the Sam-ah-quam band went into greater detail, shar-
ing the story of his people’s original migration, which gave them owner-
ship of their territory. Peters first validated the story with an “oral footnote”:
“My great grandfather he was the Chief of this country and my father he
was Chief after him and he is now close to 100 years old so he knows every-
thing that was going on before.” Peters then proceeded to point out what
must have seemed obvious to him, namely, the fact that he was not the
newcomer in the room: “There is one thing I know — I don't come from any
other nation I don’t come from China or Japan — I know I was born right
here, that is what [ know.” This statement further validated the story that
he went on to recount:

A long time ago during the flood, my father he knew about it and he told
me and it was [sic] been told from one generation to the other so that
history would never be forgotten. My father he is over 100 years old, he
told me, and then we tell the others. There is one high mountain where
two canoes were tied up — they were from Pemberton and one of these
canoes got loose and was lost —we don’t know whether they were drowned
or what happened — Just one canoe was saved and after the flood, these
people that were saved they went back to Pemberton again and that is where
we originated from — that is the reason why I think we ought to own a little
of this place. My father he did not tell me whether we would rent this place
to the Government or not — that is what my father tells me all the time — 1
don’t say that I own the whole of BC —1 only want a little of it.™

Essentially, Peters was saying the same thing as the Gitxsan elder on the
other end of the twentieth century: “If this is your land, where are your
stories?”®! All of these men spoke of inheritances passed down through clear
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lines of descent, not through land deeds but through oral narratives. They
spoke of inheritances stretching across vast spans of time, and herein lies a
clue that can help us hear what the commissioners could not. With owner-
ship so deeply entrenched across generations and through time, changing
patterns of mobility were like waves on the surface of a bottomless sea.
Constantly shifting, constantly there, waves do nothing to change the na-
ture of the sea itself.

This long sense of history also shored up Indigenous confidence that their
presence on the land stretched permanently into the future. When told
that a village site with standing houses had been pre-empted by a white
settler, Chief Kieteer responded in the manner that one would expect of
someone who planned to return: he asked about the condition in which his
land would be left once the pre-emptor was gone.

Is this man that made this application for this land going to go and pull
down the houses? Because [ don't want the houses to be taken down by this
man, and we are not going to pull these houses down. We used to live there
a long time ago and our descendants we leave will live there after us, and
they will live there all the time and in the future.™

Without agreeing to the legitimacy of the pre-emptor’s claim, Kieteer under-
stood that the settler might be there for a while. This was the position of a
pragmatist, not a defeatist. Even as he admitted the possibility that his land
would be occupied, Kieteer thought ahead to the day that his descendants
would reclaim and reoccupy their territory. He believed that the settler would
eventually leave and that the land would be restored to its rightful possessors.

Kieteer's belief was rooted in historical precedent. Generations earlier his
relatives from Nootka Sound had weathered the storm of the Spanish mili-
tary occupation of their traditional village at Yuquot. In the 1780s, led by
Chief Maquinna, they abandoned the village site that they had occupied
continuously for thousands of years and moved south to seek refuge in
Clayoquot Sound. By 1795, the Spanish had withdrawn, and Maquinna
and his community returned home.** Kieteer had good reason to believe his
people would once again outlast the newcomers.

For many Aboriginal people who spoke before the McKenna McBride
Commission, as for Chief Kieteer, it was the white newcomers who seemed
transient. As another Nuu-chah-nulth chief, also displaced at the hands of a
pre-emptor, said:

The Indian is not like the whiteman. The whiteman comes around here
and buys a piece of land and puts a house onit, and after living in it for 4 or
5 years, he sells it and makes more money than what he paid for it. The
Indians don't do that — they want to keep the land where their houses are.™
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Chief Taku Jack from northwestern PBritish Columbia likewise told the
commission:

This is my own country and I want to keep it. A white man comes to a creek
and gets gold out of that creek after awhile he leavesit... butwe are not like
that —we stay here all the time because the land is ours. Itis no good for us
to move out of this place because this is our country. We gave the names to
the places around here and these old names came from our old forefathers
and they are just named the same to this day —I don't think you believe me
when I tell you I belong to this place.®

Peneleket chief Hulburtson concisely expressed a similar point: “An Indian
will stay in one place all the time, and his gets it after him."”®® This was a
world in which seasonal movements were entirely consonant with staying
“in one place all the time.”

These patterns of seasonal mobility and resource use were historically
long-standing, but they were not timeless. Among the Nuu-chah-nulth, for
example, year-round occupation of major villages was the norm prior to
the arrival of European pathogens. Depopulation necessitated the amalga-
mation of localized, self-contained groups into larger confederacies whose
territories could not be exploited from any single location. From the early
days of contact, then, mobility marked Indigenous attempts to spread their
thinned numbers across the landscape in order to survive.®” Rather than
nullifying ownership, mobility was the idiom through which Aboriginal
people exercised their ownership. Wage labour had since altered Indigen-
ous trajectories of movement, but it had not changed the age-old relation-
ship to territory that was affirmed each year when people moved throughout
their territory and exercised their hereditary rights.™

These expressions of land rights — deeply rooted in time and place — should
not be as unfamiliar as they perhaps are. Non-Aboriginal immigrants — from
places as far-flung as Ireland and China, for example — often migrated to
North America with the intention of securing and retaining title to their
ancestral lands at home. Part of the meaning of their mobility lay in attach-
ment to land to which they would not return for decades, land to which
they would sometimes return only in death.®

Mobility itself was part of life for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people
alike in turn-of-the-century British Columbia. Most immigrants were re-
cent arrivals. Once in British Columbia, many of them continued to lead
highly mobile lives.” The trajectories of movement for many of these set-
tlers and workers were not entirely dissimilar from Aboriginal ones. Many
“farmers” participated in a mixed economy of subsistence agriculture, com-
mercial agriculture, hunting, gathering, and “off-farm” wage work in the
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resource and government sectors.”! White settlers might easily have empa-
thized with the hard-working Cowichan who planted grain in the spring
before leaving for work in the canneries, returning home to harvest the
crop in the interval before the hop-picking season in Washington drew them
away again.” The Saltspring Island farmer relied on this mobility no less
than did the Cowichan one. Of course, in some instances, they were one
and the same person: settlers married Indigenous women and together they
led lives in which various meanings of mobility overlapped.™

Not only was mobility a necessity for Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal, and
mixed families alike, it was also a risk for all concerned. Like Aboriginal
migrants who worried about the threat that would-be pre-emptors posed to
the security of their land and houses, pre-emptors themselves hoped their
claims would not fall prey to “canny land-watchers” while they were away
earning much-needed wages at seasonal work.” There must have been in-
stances when these similarities bred empathy, particularly when the ties of
marriage and family bound Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people together.
But the examples of settlers evicting Aboriginal people from their houses at
gunpoint and of pre-empting reserve lands containing clearly visible im-
provements also remind us of the fact that similarity can just as easily breed
contempt.

Common patterns of mobility notwithstanding, a crucial difference sepa-
rated the experiences of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal migrants. Immi-
grant settlers basked in the unearned privilege of free or almost free land
granted them by the pre-emption system. The holders of Aboriginal title to
that same land had been denied that right since 1865. As one scholar notes
of land policy in British Columbia from Douglas’ time through the early
decades of the twentieth century, “provided that the land was to be used in
all good faith, unlimited quantities might be had for practically nothing."**
Pre-emptors often took many years to pay for their allotments, if indeed
they paid for them at all. Many pre-emptors never planned to pay for their
pre-emption. Some used their initial pre-emption as a temporary stop while
looking for the ideal piece of land. Others “abandoned” their pre-emption
only to have it immediately pre-empted again by their children, thus effec-
tively bequeathing the land to their heirs without ever paying for it.”* And
even if settlers did forfeit their pre-emption, they could easily acquire an-
other somewhere else. Or, they could leave altogether and return to their
native land.”” The same could not be said for Aboriginal families who were
in their native land and whose ties to the land extended back to time im-
memorial. Denied the possibility of acquiring “free land” within their own
homeland, these families went to great lengths — and great distances — to
maintain a hold on their traditional territories. It was this fact that so many
chiefs attempted to convey to the royal commissioners.
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Many immigrants to British Columbia, overlooking their own recent and
often ongoing mobility, turned their faces from Aboriginal understandings
of the relationship between mobility and land rights. Government officials
used evidence of “itinerant Indians” to curtail and deny Aboriginal rights
and title. They did so at the same time as the explicit violence of the settler
frontier, and the more implicit violence of the capitalist one, propelled Ab-
original people into greater cycles of mobility over which they exercised
less and less control. There is no question that mobility was a central com-
ponent of Aboriginal people’s economic and cultural autonomy. Mobility
was both a time-worn practice that endured through the colonial encoun-
ter and a new strategy for mitigating the colonial threat. But for colonizers,
forgetful of their own migratory history, and insistent that the future and
not the past was what mattered, Aboriginal mobility was a powerful justifi-
cation for the resettlement of the West.

The legacy of this colonial past is with us still. It remains difficult for us to
hear Aboriginal articulations of mobility and place. In her recent memoir,
Helen Piddington, long-time resident of Loughborough Inlet on the central
BC coast, takes note of the shell middens that mark the precontact Aborig-
inal presence in the inlet. She interprets the subsequent absence of year-
round Aboriginal residents as evidence of a universal process: “so memories
fade, connections to place blur and dissolve.”® She is not unsympathetic
towards Aboriginal people; vet, in her assumption that Aboriginal connec-
tions to Loughborough faded away long ago, she unwittingly reiterates the
colonial view, one shared by the McKenna McBride commissioners, that
recognizable Aboriginal presence and title must come in the form of seden-
tary, vear-round residency. The postcontact Aboriginal presence in Lough-
borough seems uprooted and migratory to her. As she puts it, “They all
seem to have come from somewhere else — not people of this place.””™ Hav-
ing heard tell of a man known as “Loughborough Bill,” the “Chief of Lough-
borough,” she remains uncertain “whether he was part of a group or alone
or even from this area,” and so she situates him beyond the bounds of her
otherwise sensitive history of place. Yet, if we turn to the recollections of
Chief Harry Assu from Cape Mudge, we learn that the fact that Bill may not
have been a year-round resident of the inlet did not mean that he was not a
permanent resident, nor did it mean that his proprietary interest was dimin-
ished. Loughborough Bill was not part of some distant past — he was a char-
acter in Assu's twentieth-century lifetime. As Assu remembers, when people
entered the inlet, Loughbourough Bill would paddle out to meet them, call-
ing out, “Who are you? Who is your father?” Only upon receiving a satisfac-
tory answer, that is, upon hearing a name that linked the visitor to the
genealogical geography of place, would Bill reply, “Oh, 1 see ... you can come
in!”" Aboriginal lives in British Columbia have long been simultaneously
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mobile and rooted. ™" And for far too long, non-Aboriginal society has seen
Aboriginal mobility as an erasure rather than an enactment of attachment
and entitlement to place.
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