
















































zones' (Krajina, 1965, Annas and Coupe, 1979). The zones through which 

Mackenzie travelled include the sub-boreal spruce zone (SBS), the 

Engelmann Spruce Subalpine Fir Zone (ESSF), the Alpine Tundra Zone 

(AT), and the Coastal Western Hemlock Zone (CWH). It is important to 

recognize that there is seldom a distinct division between these zones 

and there are often further subzones and transitional areas. In 

particular location, therefore, it may be difficult to recognize all 

the characteristic features associated with each zone. 

any 

of 

As Mackenzie travelled west from the Fraser River onto the Nechako 

Plateau, he encountered vegetation such as Interior Douglas-fir, white 

spruce, lodgeple pine, aspen, and some birch as the characteristic tree 

species. The climate here is somewhat wetter than on the plateau 

proper, and the wet soil sites with poor drainage include the spruce 

and Douglas-fir with a well developed shrub and herb layer, while the 

drier soils include the pine and several species of mosses and lichens. 

In open areas along the Fraser the soils provide a very productive basis 

for a variety of grasses, forbs, and shrubs. These in turn provide 

Bears, wolves, and excellent browse for moose, mule deer, and elk. 

cougar are also present, and the frequent wetlands provide seasonal 

habitat for a variety of waterfowl. 

Entering the 

transitional 

subzone of 

Nechako Plateau, 

ecological zones 

the general Sub 

Mackenzie passed quickly through several 

to emerge into the Chilcotin pine 

Boreal Spruce zone. For most of the 
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subsequent journey across the plateau until he reached the Coast 

Range, Mackenzie travelled through an area in which the main trees 

present are white spruce and lodgepole pine. In boggy areas black 

spruce are also present and occasional stands of aspen and black 

cottonwood are found where conditions permit (Pojar et al., 1984). 
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Figure 4: Biogeoclimatic zones of the study area. 

The dry soil sites on the plateau have a logepole pine - lichen 

association with few shrubs or herbs present. Wet soil sites and 

wetlands are extensive due to the disruption of the drainage patterns 
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by glaciation, and vegetation in these areas is composed almost entirely 

of sedges with willows and birches often found around the perimeter. 

Over most of the plateau the soils are 

the glacially deposited materials. 

cold and poorly developed on 

The biological productivity is 

limited, and there is low organic content, with the 

sedge meadows. Animal species such as, moose, 

exception of 

mule deer, 

the 

and 

mountain caribou are limited to the meadow area and along the rivers. 

Carnivores include black bear, grizzly bear, wolf, and cougar. 

Waterfowl are few. Furbearers were more important in the mid 19th 

century but the habitats available for these species have been reduced 

since then through human agency. The forest landscape has also changed 

since Mackenzie's journey. Fire for instance has had a major influence 

on th~ vegetati9n association on the plateau. Some areas which in 

Mackenzie's day would have been in a transitional state, now have 

climax vegetation associations and vice versa. Today fire outbreaks are 

controlled which to some extent alters the mix of forest species present 

in the area. 

As Mackenzie approached the Coast Range he passed close to the Ilgachuz 

mountains and through the Rainbows. The slopes of these peaks provide 

growing conditions for the krummholz form of subalpine fir, whitebark 

pine, lodgepole pine, Engelmann spruce, amabilis fir, and mountain 

hemlock. In this dry, windy environment, the brief and relatively moist 

spring/summer season provides the basis for a rich cover of herbaceous 
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Era Period Approximate Number 
of Years Ago 

Quaternary. 
Last 10,000 Recent. 

Pleistocene (Ice Age). 10,000 to 1,000,000 

Cenozoic. Tertiary. (Millions) 
Pliocene. 1 to 13 
Miocene. 13 to 25 
Oligocene. 25 to 36 
Eocene. 36 to 58 
Paleocene. 58 to 63 

Cretaceous. 63 to 135 
Mesozoic. Jurassic. 135 to 181 

Triassic. 181 to 230 

Permian. 230 to 280 
Pennsylvanian & Mississippian. 280 to 345 

Palaeozoic. Devonian. 345 to 405 
Silurian. 405 to 425 
Ordovician. 425 to 500 
Cambrian. 500 to 600 

Proterozoic. Keweenawan. 600 to 2,000 
Huronian. 

Archaean. Temiskaming. 2,000 to 4,800 
Keewatin. 

Table 1: The geological time scale. 

plants, with grasses and sedges on the drier sites. Although 

inclement conditions prevail, the exposed slopes provide winter habitat 

for mountain goats, mountain caribou, bighorn sheep, and moose that 

cannot find food in the deeper snows at lower elevations. 

Descending rapidly into the Bella Coola Valley Mackenzie travelled 

through several transitional mountain ecological subzones (Mountain 
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Hemlock), into one of the most biologically productive areas in British 

Columbia (the Coastal Western Hemlock Zone). The dry soil sites in the 

valley support stands of exceptionally tall Douglas-fir, western red 

cedar, and western hemlock. The wetter soil sites contain western 

hemlock, Sitka spruce, Pacific silver fir, and yellow cedar. 

Floodplains and delta areas commonly have alder, cottonwood, and yew. 

Shrub, herb, and moss layers are rich and diverse in wet sites or non­

climax vegetation associations and include ferns, salmonberry, 

blueberry, huckleberry, skunk cabbage, 

liverworts. 

and a variety of mosses and 

Human populations could conceivably have been able to enter the region 

following the Fraser Glaciation (10,000 Before Present) but the 

environment would have been an inhospitable one. Revegetation and 

rehabitation by animal life, beginning along the coast and at the lowest 

elevation, would lead to gradual repopulation over several thousands of 

years. The plateau lands have never sustained large population. It is 

also important to note that climatic change and sea level fluctuation 

during the last 10,000 years would have contributed to changes in 

resource availability and human population size and distribution. 
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Prehistory: 10,000 - 200 B.P. 

Introduction 

The prehistory of the area traversed by Mackenzie has been reconstructed 

by archaeologists who have conducted research close to Mackenzie's 

route, by extrapolation from other regions of British Columbia and by 

inference from the writings of early ethnographers. The prehistoric 

record is presently incomplete. Information available concerning 

cultural changes through time since the last glaciation on the plateau 

lands is particularly sketchy. It is possible however to outline a 

tentative cultural sequence and to describe aspects of prehistoric 

lifeways in the area. The emergence of two distinct cultural patterns, 

one suited to coastal environs and the other adapted to interior 

resources, can be suggested. No attempt is made here to link the 

available archaeological data to historically recognized cultural groups 

such as the Southern Carrier or Bella Coola. 

There are dramatic differences between the archaeological evidence of 

prehistoric activity on the Interior Plateau and on the Coast. 

Archaeological sites on the Plateau are plentiful but small; the vast 

majority are small scatters of artifacts or small clusters of one to 

three circular depressions. Larger village or habitation sites were 

usually located near lakes, especially lake outlets, but in general the 

sites are dispersed along waterways (see Figure 6). 
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Table 2: Archaeological site types near Plateau portion of Mackenzie's 
Trail (in approximate decreasing order of frequency). 

(1) Few surface artifacts 
(2) Circular depressions 
(3) Combination of (I) and (2) 
(4) Rectangular depressions 
(5) Burials 
(6) Stone quarries 
(7) Buried sites 
(8) Pictograph 

Sites with only a "few surface artifacts", may represent isolated lost 

or discarded items or temporary camps where no shelters were built, or 

they may be surface indicators of more buried material. Generally they 

indicate short term use and transient activities. On the Plateau the 

most common archaeological sites are "circular depressions" ranging from 

small pits 1 meter in diameter to large, saucer-shaped depressions 8 

meters across. It is generally assumed that larger depressions 

represent houses while small depressions were storage 'caches' or 

roasting pits. The predominance of small "cache pits" in the Interior 

suggests short term or seasonal use of most sites. Sites with clusters 

of larger depressions (houses) are interpreted as villages, indicating 

a greater investment of energy and a longer duration of use as multi-

seasonal or year-round camps. Noteworthy in this category are village 

sites at Punchaw Lake, Sandyman Crossing and Tezli near Kluskus, Eliguk 

Lake, Kluskus Lake and Gatcho Lake. "Rectangular depressions" also vary 

in size from small deep 'pitfalls' to larger, shallow, house 

depressions. Both forms are very rare in the Interior, and isolated 

rectangular house depressions, such as those at Gatcho Lake and Anahim 
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Lake dating to the proto-historic period (1793), may indicate borrowing 

of a Coastal house style (Wilmeth 1978:83). "Burials" may be single 

graves or large cemeteries and may not have any surface indicators. 

"Stone quarries" contain a large amount of stone chipping debris 

indicating stone working activity. The least common site type, the 

"pictograph" is represented by a single rock painting in red pigment 

near Kluskus. 

The most common artifacts found at archaeological sites are those made 

of stone, many of which were available locally in the Interior. At 

sites 

flaked 

along the Blackwater River, fine-grained basalt which is 

and shaped was the preferred raw material for stone 

manufacture. 

easily 

tool 

A large basalt quarry has been identified along the Baezaeko River, 

about 60 km southwest of Punchaw Lake, where baseball-sized cobbles 

are plentiful in river deposits (Wilson 1977). Chert outcrops can be 

seen today along the lower Blackwater River, and quartzite cobbles are 

common in river bar deposits along the Blackwater and Fraser Rivers 

(Montgomery 1978:72),. 

Although it is not possible to link artifacts manufactured from these 

materials with specific quarries, it is possible to trace obsidian 

artifacts to their sources or outcrop using x-ray florescence (Nelson et 

al 1975). Using this technique obsidian artifacts have been linked with 
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quarry sources near Mackenzie's Trail. The Rainbow Mountains, a product 

of volcanic activity modified by glaciation, provided a source of 

obsidian to the prehistoric inhabitants of the region for thousands of 

years (Apland 1977:1-3). 

Obsidian from these and other quarry sites in the Rainbow Mountains were 

traded extensively and have been "finger printed", or traced to specific 

prehistoric sites at Namu, Punchaw Lake, Lillooet, and Moricetown, B.C.; 

Kettle Falls, Idaho, and Edmonton, Alberta, as well as in many other 

local sites (Wilmeth 1973; Eldridge and Eldridge 1980:31). 

In contrast to archaeological features on the Plateau, there is a much 

lower .density of larger sites along the Coast. Village sites are 

clustered on river deltas in the few areas where suitable flat land 

exists and where resources from the ocean, intertidal beaches, rivers 

and upland may be exploited (see Figure 5). Hobler notes; 

" ••• inlets are characterized by beachless fiord-like 
shorelines totally unsuitable for human habitation. 
In some areas one could travel for miles without 
finding any place where a canoe could be landed." 
Site clusters are thus restricted to the Bella Cools 
River, Kwatna Inlet, Kimsquit and along the Dean 
River, and Elcho Harbour/Mackenzie Rock. (1970:85) 

Table 3: Archaeological site types near Coastal portion of Mackenzie's 
Trail (in approximate decreasing order of frequency). 

(1) Rock Art (pictographs, petroglyphs) 
(2) Burials (caves and rockshelters) 
(3) Shell middens 
(4) Surface artifacts only 
(5) Plank houses remains/rectangular house depressions 
(6) Fish Traps (intertidal) 
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Possibly as a result of the ease in identifying its prehistoric nature, 

rock art is the most numerous site type on the coast. The rock art 

sites consist mostly of red painted pictographs depicting red dots, 

coppers (items of ~xchange), humans and animals, and what may be sailing 

ships (Hobler 1983). A well known feature near Bella Coola is the 

Thorsen Creek petroglyph site made up of more than 100 designs in nine 

panels incised into the sandstone creek bank. Burials on the Central 

Coast are usually found in cedar boxes which have been preserved in 

secluded dry rock shelters (Hobler 1970:82). Shell middens, or heaps 

of shell, charcoal, fire broken rock, bone and other debris of human 

activity, are among the more visible prehistoric features on the Coast. 

These accumulations of domestic debris are the only surviving evidence 

of rows of houses that once stood along the beach. As the product of 

long-term settlement, middens are rich sources of information on 

prehistoric way of life. Rectangular house depressions are the remnant 

'foundations' of wood plank houses, the main house form on the Coast. 

fish The 

trap, 

least common type of archaeological site on the Coast is the 

an alignment of stones and boulders in the intertidal zone 

which fish were trapped as the tide dropped. 

in 

The types of sites found on the Plateau and on the Coast are clearly 

different, as is their distribution across the landscape. For example, 

house style is one of the major features distinguishing Coast from 

Plateau culture during the early historic period. Rectangular 

depressions left by plank long houses represented large, semi-permanent, 

multi-family dwellings, whereas small circular depressions representing 

semi-subterranean pit houses in the Interior could not have accommodated 
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as many people and were favored only for winter use. On the Coast, 

clusters of larger sites in key delta areas represent a more sedentary 

population settled in larger groups while small sites scattered along 

almost every river and lake in the Interior indicate a more transient 

and dispersed population. The clear separation of the Coast and the 

Interior in terms of archaeological features as well as climate, fauna, 

vegetation and other environmental variables indicates that these were 

distinct adaptive zones. In post contact times the two areas have been 

occupied by different ethnolinguistic groups, with this separation 

probably extending well back into the prehistoric past. 

The Early Period: 10,000 - 5,000 B.P. 

The prehistory of the region can be divided into three periods, Early 

(10,000 - 5,000 B.P.), Middle (5,000 - 2,000 B.P.), and Late (2,000 

200 B.P.). Following the last glacial period, complete de-glaciation 

combined with improvement in climate and re-vegetation was achieved in 

some coastal locations by 15,000 years ago. Ice lingered in the 

lowlands of the coast and throughout most of the interior of the 

province until about 11,000 B.P. Sea levels that had risen up to 175m 

during each glaciation dropped back below modern levels during the last 

10,000 years (Mathews 1979:150). It is from this period, as plant and 

animal communities re-established themselves, that the first conclusive 

evidence of human activity in the regi;n dates. 

The earliest dated site for the Coast region, a large Coastal midden at 

Namu (ElSx 1), is located south of the trail. This site overlooks the 
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Figure 5: Archaeological sites near the coastal segment of 
Mackenzie's Trail. 

1. Mackenzie's Rock (FcSu 1) 6. Axeti site (FaSu 1) 
2. Thorsen Creek Petroglyphs 7. Nutlitliquotlank site 
3. Namu site (ElSx 1) 8. Anutcix site (Fasu 10) 
4. Roscoe Inlet (FbSx 6) 9. Kimsquit Village (FeSr 1) 
5. Kisameet Bay (ElSx 3) 

11. FeSr 7 
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mouth of the Na.mu River as it empties into Fitzhugh Sound, roughly 75 km 

by water from Mackenzie's Rock. Archaeological excavations at the site 

have revealed a 10,000 year period of occupation (Hester and Nelson 

1978, Carlson 1979). This site provides the only cultural sequence in 

the region during the Early Period and therefore provides the focal 

point in formulating the picture of early life for the westernmost 

sections of the trail. 

At the lowest levels of the Namu midden, a "black matrix" containing 

cultural (or man-made) material was found (Leubbers 1978:11-73). The 

appearance of this deposit has been carbon-14 dated to 9720+140 B.P. 

(Carlson 1979:211-228). Very little bone or shell was found in this 

early component, however there were stone tools. It is estimated that 

this early non-shell microlithic industry was in operation at the site 

until about 5-6,000 years ago (Leubbers 1978). 

Analysis of the bone remains from the Early period deposits at Namu 

indicates the use of both hunting and fishing technologies. It should 

also be noted that the people at Namu showed a strong maritime 

orientation requiring efficient watercraft and navigational skills 

during the Early period (Conover 1978:97, Carlson 1979:220). 

The use of the Namu site during the Early period did not take place in a 

void. Other early sites have been identified some distance away, both 

on the Coast and in the Interior. Tools from Namu show similarities 

with microblade and core technology at many sites in northern North 
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America and Asia, suggesting the source of the Namu technology can 

ultimately be traced north to Bering Strait (Hester 1978:103-105; 

Carlson 1979). Using X-ray florescence, 12 pieces of obsidian from the 

site have been linked with a source on Anahim Peak and 9 pieces with a 

source at Mackenzie Pass. This demonstrates a trade or communication 

link between the Coast and mountains of the Interior during the Early 

Period (Carlson 1979:220). No direct evidence of human occupation of 

the Interior sections of the trail area during this period have been 

located, This lack of evidence to support inferences of early 

occupation may be a result of scarcity of sites, poor preservation or 

limited investigation. Indirectly, the evidence from x-ray florescence 

conducted on pieces of obsidian from Namu relate them to Anahim !,eke 

quarries which indicates that some cultural activity, possibly trade, 

was in existence prior to 5000 B.P. 

The Middle Period: 5,000 - 2,000 B.P. 

The Middle Period at Namu (5,000 - 2,000 B.P.) witnessed a continuation 

of the land and sea mammal hunting activities of the Early Period 

(Hester 1978:102). The most dramatic changes in the Middle Period were 

the appearance of large quantities of shell in the midden and an abrupt 

change in type of tool found at the site (Hester 1978). Barnacles, 

mussel, and clam shell all appear in the site in quantity. around 4500 

B.P. It may be that the beaches beginning to stabilize, finally 

provided adequate shellfish habitat or there was a change in preference 

for tools (Conover 1978:78). The range of tools manufactured was 
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expanded by the addition of burnishing stones, ground and polished celts 

(a type of tool for woodworking), and obsidian gravers and scrapers 

(Leubbers 1978:66). 

The appearance of celts, and obsidian gravers and scrapers indicate an 

increasing emphasis on woodworking. Firmly established by about 4,500 

B.P., the new subsistence strategy or "lifestyle" represented by these 

remains appears to reach a peak of efficiency at about 3,000 to 2,000 

B.P. 

A new category of information for the Middle Period at Namu comes from 

24 human burials that date from 4,500 to 2,400 B.P. These burials 

include extended, flexed, and bundle burials in single and multi­

individual graves. There may also be evidence of cremation (Hester 

1978:101-102). Many of the burials had associated grave goods. Based 

on burial locations, it appears that some burial areas were used and re-

used within a limited time span indicating a well 

population in the area with consistent burial 

1978:34). 

established, stable 

practices (Leubbers 

The increasing variety and amount of tools and food remains, and the use 

of regularized burial areas suggest more consistent use of the site 

through the Middle Period. It has been interpreted as s period of 

community settlement and intense year-round use of the site (Conover 

1978:96). Moving to the Interior portion of the Trail, the earliest 

dated sites in this region also fall in the Middle period. This period 

has been identified at the Punchaw Lake site on an eastern tributary of 

the Blackwater River, and at Tezlie, a large village site containing 44 
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circular depressions on Kluskus Creek (Donahue 1975).. At the village 

site of Tezli, twelve depressions were excavated and were found to be 

houses with "stepped" construction; this characteristic Plateau house 

style has a central hearth, cache pits in the floor, and an interior 

bench or raised platform around the perimeter (Donahue 1975:28). The 

houses or their foundations were re-used over a long period, 

dates on specific occupation levels spanning the period 

with C-14 

3850+140 to 

about the time of Mackenzie's visit, making the site contemporaneous 

with the Punchaw Lake site. 

During the Middle Period, village life was well established near both 

Coastal and Interior sections of Mackenzie's Trail, illustrated by long­

term use of particular village sites. Consistency in the kinds of 

animal remains and tool types recovered from these sites over a 

of 3,000 years indicates a successful and stable adaptation to 

period 

Coastal 

and Plateau forest environments. Basic contrasts between Coast and 

Interior cultures were also established by this time. Thus, coastal. 

middens containing large complements of bone tools and traditional wood 

working tools (celts, wedges, pebble tools) as well as a persistent 

microlithic industry contrast strongly with house pit or house platform 

villages containing primarily chipped stone tools with few microlithic 

forms in the Interior. 

The Late Period: 2,000 - 200 B.P. 

The late prehistoric period spans the 2,000 years preceding Mackenzie's 

visit. Due to better preservation of the more recent materials, and 
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Figure 6:' Archaeological sites near the Interior segment of 
Mackenzie's Trail. 

1. Punchaw Lake site (FiRs 1) 
2. Sandyman Crossing (FgSc 1) 
3. Tezlie site (FgSd 1) 
4. Eliguk -Lake site (FfSi 1) 
5. Ulkatcho Village (FfSk 1) 

6. Kluskus Pictograph (FgSb l) 
7. Natalkus Lake site (FiSi 19) 
8. Potlatch site (FcSi 2) 
9. Goose Point site (FcSi l) 

10. Daniktco Site (FdSi 3) 

... 

possibly an increase in the number of sites actually occupied, the 

number of archaeological sites attributed to this period is larger than 
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in earlier periods. At the Namu midden there is a major shift in use of 

the site after 2,000 B.P. which signals an "environmental adjustment" 

and general period of decline (Hester 1978:102). The quantity and 

variety of shellfish in the site begin to drop (Conover 1978:97). Most 

of the microlithic elements found during the middle period disappear, as 

well as a long list of other stone and bone tools (Hester 1978:102). 

This has been interpreted as a period of sporadic settlement at Namu 

during which a limited range of hunting and collecting activities took 

place (Conover 1978:96-97). No explanation for the apparent decline in 

use of the site has been offered. 

The Late period in the Coastal vicinity of Mackenzie's Trail shows a 

continuation of a basic maritime subsistence orientation, illustrated by 

continuing reliance on sea mammals and shellfish as well as land mammals 

and freshwater fish. Although the number of archaeological sites is 

larger, they are limited to the flat river delta locales listed above, 

with clusters of village sites found in these "focus" areas. Where 

structural evidence is preserved, it points to the use of traditional 

Coast style plank houses. Most common stone tools are ground stone 

mauls, hammerstones, chisels and adzes, abrasive stones, and a wide 

variety of bone tools. Microblades and cores are totally absent by this 

time. 

The Late Period is represented at four locations near the Interior 

segment of Mackenzie's Trail. At Punchaw Lake, use of the site 

continued through the Late period up to the time of Mackenzie's visit 

(Montgomery 1978:192). Carbon-14 dates from features across the site 

indicate a major occupation around 250 B.P. (Fladmark 1974:21). Faunal 
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remains recovered from late components at Punchaw Lake indicate use of a 

range of mammals, birds, fish and shell fish, all available in the 

immediate vicinity. Housepits also continued to be occupied at the 

Tezli site during the Late Period. 

The general environmental adaptation during the Late Period on the 

Plateau appears to be lake/river oriented, with subsistence based on 

land mammal (especially small mammal) hunting, bird hunting, and fresh-

water fishing. 

stone being 

Tools were made primarily of chipped stone with ground 

rare at all of the sites although pestles, celts and 

abrasive stones have been found. Projectile points show a general 

progression f~om large stemmed, and large corner-notched forms to the 

very small side-notched and stemmed arrow points of the historic period. 

Small side-notched points are restricted to the Late Period (Montgoery 

1978:48). This change in projectile point morphogy reflects the 

development of hunting technologies from the spear to bow and arrow. 

By the time of Mackenzie's visit in 1793, the trail area was occupied 

by Bella Coola (Coast Salish) speakers on the Coast and Carrier and 

Chilcotin (Athapaskan) speakers in the Interior. Many theories have 

been offered to link archaeological sites and evidence with these or 

other ethnolinguistic 

(Donahue 1977:86-88). 

groups, but the results are dubious at best 

One problem atises because the strength of the 

link decreases as the age of the archaeological material increases. For 

example, sites that were actually occupied at the time of Mackenzie's 



visit may relisbly be attributed to one of the historic linguistic 

groups; however 9,000 year old stone tools do not display a firm 

connection with linguistic or political group. Fladmark, who has done 

considerable work in the area, pointed out that, 

••• nowhere in the ••• literature can it be demonstrated 
that stone tools bear any direct relationship with 
language. Indeed, ethnohistoric data indicate that 
stone tools usually cross-cut tribal and linguistic 
boundaries ••• (Fladmark 1979:253). 

Therefore rather than attempting to reconstruct the "Prehistory of the 

Bella Cools" or other linguistic group, the archaeological evidence must 

be left to speak for itself. The region of Mackenzie's Trail has 

witnessed a long period of prehistoric occupation during which two 

distinct adaptive zones, Coast and Interior, may be drawn on the basis 

of both archaeological and environmental evidence. 

The cultural descriptions of the native people met by Mackenzie 

validate the archaeological premise that two distict cultures occupied 

the study area. The distinctive nature of these two areas is further 

demonstrated by evidence from the post contact era (1793). Written 

accounts of Bella Coola and Southern Carrier life recorded in the 

journals of early explorers, traders, missionaries,and in the later part 

of the 20th century, by anthropologist, enhance the cultural 

reconstructions made from the archaeological record. 
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The People of the Bells Cools Valley 

Introduction 

Alexander Mackenzie and his men were fifteen days west of the Fraser 

River when they began their descent into the valley occupied by the 

Bells Cools people. The trail they were guided along by the Southern 

Carrier people of the Blackwater Valley led them from the the Nechsko 

plateau down some 1200 m to the coastal valley floor. Here they 

encountered s native culture vastly different from that of the semi­

nomsdic hunting and gathering Carrier people of the Plateau. Unlike the 

Carriers and most of the interior tribes Mackenzie had travelled with 

enroute from Fort Chipewyan, the Bells Cools led an essentially 

sedentary life; They inhabited expansive villages characterized by large 

cedar plank houses, and had s well-defined stratified social system 

interwoven with intricate mythology and ceremonial life (Mcllwrsiith 

1948). 

The Bells Cools represent a Salish speaking enclave in a Wsksshan 

speaking region, physically isolated from the larger body of Salish 

speakers living on the southern coast and in the southern interior of 

the province (Hobler 1970:77). Comparative linguistic analysis 

suggests that they have been isolated from other Salish speakers for a 

considerable length of time although they may at one have time occupied 

territories adjacent to those of other Coast Salish speakers [see 

Figure 7] (Baker 1973:iii, Swadesh 1950, 1959). 
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Figure 7: Native people of the British Columbian northwest. 
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The Bella Cools are grouped by anthropologists within the Northwest 

Coast culture type (Drucker 1955). This includes peoples living along 

the coast from Yakutat Bay, Alaska to Oregon and is characterized by 

stratified and ranked social classes, limited reliance on domesticated 

plants or animals and intensive use of salmon for food and cedar for 

material items (Drucker 1955:1-3). This culture type is also 

characterized by large winter villages, the presence of the potlach and 

an intricate religous and ceremonial system. 

The origin of the Bella Coola name likely derives from the Bella Bella 

term Belxela meaning 'people of the canyon'. In traditional usage this 

term was made in reference to the Bella Coola people living in the 

Kimsquit and Dean River areas (Boas 1896:1, Flucke 1953:9). The Bella 

Coola refer to themselves as Nuxalkimx or "those who live in the 

valley of Nuxalk" (Mell wraith, 1948 I: 11) [see Figure 8]. 

The beginning of the Bella Coola culture is best explained in their 

origin myth (Mcilwraith 1948 I:). Long ago, Atk'wntam, the supreme 

deity for the Bella Coola people created four supernatural carpenters 

to build the features of the land, plants, animals and human beings of 

the earth (Boas 1891:14, 1898:32-33, McILwraith 19481:35). The humans 

were created in groups of two, three, or more. After donning cloaks 
, 

decorated with an animal or bird motif and in possession of a number of 

names and prerogatives provided by Atk'wntam, they descended to earth 

and landed on mountain-tops. Once on earth they removed their cloaks, 

returned them back up to Atk'wntam and resumed their human form. 
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Figure 8: Bella Coola villages and ethnic area. 
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In preparation for coming to earth Atk'wntan provided each descent 

group with the tools, technology and culture to start the Bella Coola 

way of life, Each group of these 'first people' descended from its 

mountain, established a village at the base, and proceeded to pre-empt a 

territory for its community or village. The territory for each village 

consisted of one or more well defined valleys used for hunting animals 

and gathering plants, ~ut most important for fishing, Large weirs were 

constructed at these locations to catch salmon, the most important food 

resource of the Bella Coola. 

Forty-five groups of these 'first ancestors' descended from the house 

of Atk 1wntam (Mc!Lwraith 1948 1:117). As time passed, villages close 

to ·abundant resources developed and grew while others were abandoned. 

Each village consisted of all the patrilineal descendents of the 

ancestral group reputed to have originated in the village (Mcilwraith 

1948 1:139). Each village operated, in theory, as an independent 

entity, unaligned with other Bella Coola villages even in cases of war 

or resource exploitation. However, movement between villages appears to 

have been common as any individual or family could move to a village in 

which a relative or friend of the same ancestral family lived 

(Mcllwraith 1948:1 140). 

These first human groups established 'clans' with membership determined 

through descent from the ancestral family (Jenness 1972:340). Lineage 

reckoned from an ancestral group brought with it the prerogatives 

claimed by those first ancestors. A lack of genealogical knowledge 
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reduced a person's access to certain rights or privileges and to 

gaining a noble status. 

When the ancestral groups first came to Bella Cools, people were 

required to take partners from other villages. A women moved to the 

village of her husband upon marriage, bringing her ancestral family 

prerogatives and home village privileges to the community of her 

husband. In this manner a strong bond was maintained with her family and 

old village. As the Bella Cools determined their descent in a 

bilateral manner, a child received access to songs, ceremonial dances, 

prerogatives and village privileges (such as access to hunting areas) 

from both parents. In many ways they become a members of two villages, 

that of their mother and that of their father (Mcilwraith I:ll9). 

The variables of village exogamy and bilateral descent acted as a 

dispersal agent for coveted ancestral names, crests, prerogatives and 

village privileges. Within a few generations the possibility existed 

for village 'rights' to become distributed throughout Bella Cools 

territory. To retain village identity these cultural attributes had to 

remain in the village. Consequently the Bella Coola implemented a 

endogamous rationale that "it was far wiser for a man to seek a future 

son-in-law belonging to the same ancestral family as himself or wife", 

(McILwraith 1948 I:120). Logically then, children entering the world 

would have parents of common ancestral relatives. The child would 

be, as Mcilwraith expressed it, "Held close and supported 

close circle of ancestors" (Mcilwraith !:120). 
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The Bella Coola had three well defined social classes comprised of 

nobles or chiefs, common persons and slaves. The position of noble was 

achieved and maintained by the distribution of gifts (Flucke 1953:50), 

Gifts, as an ~xpression of wealth, were distributed at all ceremonies 

and were expected to be given throughout the year to strengthen and 

increase a person's status, The highest status for a noble, that of 

"numil "', was achieved after giving four potlatches (Ibid). It is not 

possible to provide a precise estimate on how many people would be of 

noble standing in a village but their numbers were however few. 

The rank of noble was not technically hereditary (Flucke .1953:51). 

However, a father could assist his son in achieving a noble rank. This 

may · explain why the Great Village noble directed Mackenzie toward his 

son and had the latter present Mackenzie with a very valuable sea otter 

robe (Mackenzie 1971:326). 

The common people comprised the general population of the village. They 

were the traders, fishermen, weavers and woodworkers. In regard to the 

general population of the villge this group probably composed 30 to 40 

percent. If the slave class is not included in this estimate the common 

class, or those persons retaining descent from an ancestral family 

composed well over 90% of the population. 

The slave class is estimated to have comprised between 30 and 40 

percent of a village population. This group was composed of people 

captured during tribal warfare, received as gifts or traded into the 
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village (McILwraith 1948 I:l58-162). An individual person could also 

gamble on his free status during a game of 'lehal' and upon losing, 

become s slave. In such instances his relatives could quickly purchase 

him back for the price of the debt. If such a purchase could not be 

negotiated he would be quickly traded outside the village as it was 

socially awkward to enslave a person of the same village (Mcilwraith 

1948: I 159). 

Slaves retained no descent from an 'ancestral family' and thus had few 

rights. Slave owners retained 

chattels and if desired, they could 

complete control 

simply kill them. 

over them as 

However, as the 

slaves were 

taken. 

considered a valuable commodity, such action was rarely 

It is difficult to estimate the population of the Bella Cools in 

precontact times but several attempts were made. In 1838 James Douglas, 

Chief Trader at Fort Vancouver, commissioned a census of the Bella Cools 

people, which produced a population figure of 1,940 people (Douglas ca. 

1840). In 1856 Fraser Tolmie completed a census which estimated 950 

people. The Annual Reports for the Department of Indian Affairs 

calculated 261 in 1890, 293 in 1904 and 249 in 1929 (Canada, Department 

of Indian Affairs, Annual Reports for the years 1890, 1904, 1929). 

The Bella Cools River provided the basis for food and transportation. 

The relationship between the river and the people was governed by a 

number of taboos, or restrictions, on people's behavior throughout the 
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year. Adherence to these taboos assured the Bella Coola that the salmon 

and eulachen would not fail to return each year. These taboos included 

prohibitions on throwing refuse into the river or not allowing women 

near the river bank during fishing season. 

The enforcement of these regulations became the duty of the 'river 

guardian'. This task was undertaken by men retaining the prerogrative 

assigned though the name ix winaisa (Mcilwraith 1948 !:263). It was the 

duty of the guardian to punish any person breaking a river/salmon 

correlated taboo. Duties involved with being a guardian were witnessed 

by Mackenzie and his men at Friendly Village where he noted; 

••• one of my people also having thrown a bone of the 
deer into the river, a native, who had observed the 
circumstance, immediately dived and brought it up, 
and, having consigned it to the fire, instantly 
proceeded to wash his polluted hands (1971:321). 

For the Bella Coola, both humans and animals were considered immortal. 

In the beginning Atguntan stated that it was only their (the animals) 

clothing or 'blankets of flesh' that man consumed for food (Mcllwraith 

1948:1:759). When a salmon died the spirit returned to the supernatural 

world and would later be returned to earth 'reanimated in a new body'. 

At the beginning of each season a ceremony was conducted as a form of 

recognition to the animals spirits. As with taboos, it was thought that 

if such action was not taken, the spirit would be offended and not 

return to the hunting territory. 

For example, the Bella Coola performed 'the first spring salmon 
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ceremony' for the spring salmon (Mcilwraith 1948: 1:759). After 

catching the first spring salmon it was laid in the canoe with the head 

directed eastward. When the fisherman arrived back at the shore the 

salmon was fastened to a stick that had previously been driven deep into 

the river bank. Each of these sticks, of which there may have been a 

considerable number, was decorated with alternate spirals of dyed and 

undyed cedar bark and crowned with an eagle's tail (Ibid:759). 

After a number of salmon had been caught and placed on decorated poles 

the salmon were brought from the river bank to a small shed-like salmon 

house that had been built at the end of a fishing wier. The ceremonial 

salmon were then eaten with any refuse being carried and placed in the 

woods (Mcilwraith 1948: 1:759-761). It was considered inappropriate to 

dispose of any refuse into the river. 

Unlike the Carrier for whom the year was four distinct economic 

activities correlated with particular seasons, the Bella Coola divided 

the year into two, the fishing season (spring and summer) and the non­

fishing season (fall and winter), a time for ceremonies. The Bella 

Colla likely viewed the year as comprised of the fishing season 

(economic) and the ceremonial season (cultural) [see Figure 9]. 

Summer 

When Mackenzie was guided into the Bella Coola valley he arrived first 

at the Bella Coola village of Nutteax, 

'Friendly Village' (McILwraith,I:lO, 
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means 'The Place Where There Are No Falls', and was situated upstream 

from the confluence of Burnt Bridge Creek (Xaiqts) and the Bella Cools 

River (Ibid.I:lO). He arrived at Friendly Village in mid July during 

the salmon fishing season. Sockeye, springs, humpback, coho and dog 

salmon which all swim the waters of the Bella Cools river during the 

spring, summer and fall months were now been caught by the thousands at 

a large multi catchment weir adjacent to the village. 

Salmon were the food staple for the Bella Cools people and as such, a 

range of technologies was developed to procure the fish throughout the 

length of the Bella Coola River, its adjoining tributaries and the 

ocean. These technology included weirs and traps, a variety of 

harpoons, gaff-hooks, spears, and nets. However, unlike the Carrier for 

whom the size of the salmon run could never be guaranteed from year to 

year, the Bella Coola, could process enough salmon in the summer months 

to ensure sufficient amounts throughout the winter. 

While at Friendly Village, Mackenzie commented on the abundance and 

excellence of the salmon. In particular he was impressed with the 

large fishing weir located adjacent to the village. He stated, 

The weir is a work of great labour, and contrived 
with considerable ingenuity. It was near four feet 
above the level of the water, at the time I saw it, 
and nearly the height of the bank on which I stood 
to examine it. The stream is stopped nearly two 
thirds by it. It is constructed by fixing small 
trees in the bed of the river,in a slanting position 
(which could be practicable only when the water is 
much lower than I saw it) with· the thick part 
downwards; over these is laid a bed of gravel, on 
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Figure 9: Bella Coola annual economic round. 

which is placed a range of lesser trees, and so on 
alternately till the work is brought to its proper 
height. Beneath it the machines are placed , into 
which the salmon fall when they attempt to leap 
over. On either side there is a large frame of 
timber work six feet above the level of the upper 
water, in which passages are left for the salmon 
leading directly into the machines, which are 
taken at pleasure. At' the foot of the fall dipping 
nets are also successfully employed (1971:320-321). 
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The structure described by Mackenzie may in fact have been one of the 

large weirs on the Bella Coola River which incorporated s number of 

catchment devices. Fish could be speared or netted from a corral 

enclosure located on the upstream side of the weir (Flucke 1953:14). 

They could also be caught in small baskets which hung below the tops of 

the weirs or they could be gaffed or netted from the turbulent water 

passing through select portions of the structure. 

While at Great Village, Mackenzie provided the following description for 

the preparation of salmon; 

On my return to our lodge, I observed before 
the door of the chief's residence, four heaps of 
salmon, each of which consisted of between three 
and four hundred fish. Sixteen women were 
employed in cleaning and preparing them. They 
first ~eparate the head from the body, the former 
of which they boil; they then cut the latter down 
the back on each side of the bone, leaving one 
third of the fish adhering to it, and afterwords 
take out the guts. The bone is roasted for 
immediate use, and the other parts are 
dressed in the same manner, but with more 
attention, for future provision. While they are 
before the fire, troughs are placed under them to 
receive the oil. The roes are also carefully 
preserved, and form a favourite article of their 
food (1971:333). 

The eulachon fishery was the second major subsistence activity for the 

Bella Coola people. Each spring in late April the eulachon or 'candle 

fish' as they were commonly called because of their high oil content, 

migrated to the mouths of major coastal rivers. The Bella Coola people 

harvested the eulachon in nets and processed them to extract their oil. 
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The eulachan were caught in a purse-like sack, oval in cross section, 

with a broad mouth at the wider end and narrowly tapered to close at the 

_opposite end. The total length of the net was approximately 9 meters. 

The net was placed in a stretch of river approximately three feet deep 

with a sandy bottom and secured by four stakes. While the tide was 

coming in the net was opened. Before the tide changed the opening was 

shut and hauled aboard a canoe and the catch taken ashore (Mcilwraith 

II:535-538). 

Eulachan were either dried or rendered for their oil. To dry, they were 

simply strung on hemp lines and placed in the warm spring sun. They 

were then stored in containers and positioned on roof rafters where the 

slow-rising smoke of the daily cooking fires continued to preserve and 

flavour them. Most of the eulachon were rendered for their oil or sluk. 

For this process, the fish were stored for a week or more until 'the 

disgusting smell has penetrated for miles, proving that putrefaction is 

well advanced' (Mcilwraith 1948 I:537). These 'putrid' fish are then 

placed in containers with water and boiled. The oil rising to the top 

was skimmed off with a ladle (Mcilwraith 1948 11:535-538). The oil was 

then stored and used to rejuvenate the taste of dried foods as well as 

to add 'flavour' to fresh foods. Because the oil solidified to the 

consistency of soft butter at temperatures below 21 degrees centigrade, 

it was commonly called eulachon grease (Scott and Crossman 1973:323). 
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Figure 10: Eulachan net in Bella Coola River (BCPM: Newcome 
Collection). 

The Bella Coola also processed other foods such as berries, tree 

(cambium) fibre, and additional vegetable resources. Mackenzie recorded 

that in early summer; 

the inner rind of the hemlock tree, taken off early 
in the summer, and put in to a frame, which shapes it 
into cakes of fifteen inches long, ten broad an half 
an inch thick; and in this form I should suppose it 
may be preserved for a great length of time." 
(Mackenzie 1971). 
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This 'cambium bread' as it may be called, was also a common food found 

among the Carrier people: 

I need not be apprehensive of their encroaching 
upon my provisions, as they were used to sustain 
themsel_ves in their journies on herbs, and the 
inner -tegument of the bark of trees, for the 
stripping of which he had a thin peice of bone, 
then hanging by his side. The latter is of a 
glutinous quality, of a clammy, sweet taste, and 
is generally considered by the more interior 
Indians as a delicacy, rather than an article of 
common food (Mackenzie 1971:306). 

Mackenzie provides the following information about the use of berries; 

••• women, who were employed in boiling sorrel, 
and different kinds of berries, with salmon-roes, 
in large square kettles of cedar wood. This 
pottage, when it attained a certain consistency, 
they took out with ladles, and poured it into 
frames of about twelve inches square and one 
deep, the bottom being covered with a large leaf, 
which were then exposed to the sun till their 
contents became so many dried cakes. The roes 
that are mixed up with the bitter berries, are 
prepared in the same way. From the quantity of 
this kind of provision, it must be a principal 
article of food, and probably traffic 
(1971 :369). 

The Bella Coola people had a well-developed hunting technology which 

included an arsenal of spears, bows and arrows, and deadfall traps. 

Hunting appears to have been of minor importance, especially during the 

salmon fishing season. As Mackenzie states; 

It appeared to me, that they eat no flesh, 
except such as the sea may afford them, as that 
of the sea otter and seal. The only instance we 
observed to the contrary, was in the young Indian 
who accompanied us among the islands, and has 
already been mentioned as feasting on the flesh 
of a porcupine: whether this be their custom 
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throughout the year or 
salmon fishery; ••• It is 
they are not hunters ••• " 

during the season of 
certain, however, that 
(1971:370). 

When Mackenzie travelled down the Bella Coola River he was transported 

in a~ tla or 'spoon canoe', one of the two types of canoes used by the 

Bella Cools people. The spoon canoe was approximately 7.6 min length, 

1.4 m wide and had no keel. The stern and bow were mirror images of 

each other and could be manned by either three or four people. These 

canoes were designed "to freight people and supplies up or down the 

Bella Cools River. With a bowsman and sternsman these boats could be 

masterfully maneuvered in either deep or shallow water. 

Though narrower and deeper, the ocean-going canoe appears to have been 

approximately the same length as the spoon canoe (Mcllwraith 1948 1:538-

540). However, to accommodate steering a keel was provided by a 

downward extension of the stern (see Figure 12). 

At Friendly Village Mackenzie provided an account of the village: 

From the number of their canoes, as well as the 
quantity of their chests and boxes, to contain 
their moveables, as well as the insufficiency of 
their houses, to guard against the rigours of a 
severe winter, and the appearance of the ground 
around their habitations, it is. evident that 
these people reside here only during the summer 
or salmon season, which does not probably last 
more than three months (1971:374). 

An insight into the physical structure of a Bella Cools village was 

provided when Mackenzie visited 'Great Village' or Nusqualst, 'The Place 
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11 • A Spoon Canoe. Figure · 

As Mackenzie describes: l

' which 

O
f Sqalstut • h village, 

the tour of t e and seven 
I now madef four elevated .houses, considerable 
consisted 

0 
nd besides a hich are 

built on t~~he~r~~ildings or ~~~~=· f~r c~r~ng 
number of k"tchens and P t d by fixing 

ly as i construe e e used o~ The former are. he earth, on som 
their fish. b of posts in t e fastened, 
a certain num ~r.d and to other~ a~ twelve feet 
of which are a~ ~he floor, at a o~eir length is 
the supporters o f the ground: t feet and 
above the s~rf~c~oo-hundred and t~~~ty Along the 
from - huno~~ forty feet in breaor five hearths, they are ab built three, four, centre are 
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for the two-fold purpose of giving warmth and 
dressing their fish. The whole length of the 
building on either side is divided by cedar 
planks, into partitions or apartments of seven 
feet square, in front of which there are boards, 
about three feet wide, over which, though they 
are not immovably fixed, the inmates of these 
recesses generally pass, when they go to rest. 
The greater part of them are intended for that 
purpose, snd such are covered with boards, at the 
height of the wall of the house, which is about 
seven or eight feet, and rest upon beams 
(Mackenzie 1971:328-329). 

--=--·--

Figure 12: An Ocean-going Canoe. 
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Figure 13: A Bella Coola house. 

The villages of the Bella Coola consisted f f o rom 2 to 30 large cedar 

houses. These houses were usually aligned in one 

faced the water's edge, or two whether it be the . 

rows which 

Bella Coola h river or ocean. 

ouses were large, rectangular and b .1 .. ui t on pilings to compensate for 

flooding b th the usually sloping ground, 

and to help in defense. 

periodic y e seasonal rains, 
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A representative picture of Bella Cools dress is provided in the pages 

of Mackenzie's journal. As he documented; 

Winter 

Their dress consists of a single robe tied over 
the shoulders, falling down behind, to the heels, 
and before, a little below the knees, with a deep 
fringe- round the bottom. It is generally made of 
the bark of the cedar tree, which they prepare as 
fine as hemp; though some of these garments are 
interwoven with strips of the sea-otter skin, which 
give them the appearance of fur on one side. Others 
have strips of red and yellow threads fancifully 
introduced toward the borders, which have a very 
agreeable effect. The men have no other covering 
than that which I have described, and they 
unceremoniously lay it aside when they find it 
convienient. In addition to this robe, the women 
wear a close f ring handing down before them about 
two feet in length, and half as wide. When they 
sit down they draw this between their thighs. They 
wear their hair so short, that it requires little 
care or combing. The men have theirs in plaits, 
and being smeared with oil and red earth, instead 
of a comb they have a small stick hanging by a 
string from one of the locks, which they employ to 
elleviate any itching or irritation in the head" 
(1971:323). 

They also 
moose skin, 
neighbours 

occasionally wear shoes of 
for which they are indebted 

(1971:371). 

dressed 
to their 

The Bella Coola continued the pursuit of many subsistence activities 

through out the winter months to supplement foodstuffs stored during the 

summer fishing season. The continued to catch fish, to collect clams 

and mussels as well as to hunt land mammals (Mcilwraith 1948 I:l32). 

Unlike the summer months, during the winter land mammals could not be 

hunted. Mountain goats were probably the most important land mammal 

hunted. Their wool was spun and woven into clothing. During the winter 
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months goat meat could be found cooking over the fires of many Bella 

Coola households. Small fur-bearing animals were trapped and their fur 

incorporated into cloaks, footwear, and other clothing. 

Winter was essentially the season for ceremony. Secret societies 

performed their distinctive dances, songs and choreographed acts. It 

was also the time for potlaching. Mcllwraith recounts that at the 

time of his field work (1922-24) three secret societies existed within 

the Bella Coola culture; 

1930's the a'alk had 

the sisaok, 

diminished 

a'alk and kusiut though by the 

in importance and essentially 

amalgamated with the sisaok. The kusiut was a secret society whose 

ceremonies were reserved for the three winter months whereas the dances 

and songs of the sisaok and a'alk could be performed at any time 

throughout the year in association with potlatches or other ceremonies. 

The Kusiut society was the best organized and regulated of the Bella 

Coola societies. During the mid winter months Bella Coola daily 

village life followed a rigid ceremonial structure adhering to the 

principles of the society (Flucke 1953:58-60). During this period 

families could become separated for several weeks, and social class 

distinction became secondary to the regulations and structure of the 

society. Throughout the winter ceremonial season society members were 

believed to maintain direct contact with the supernatural world. The 

success of their dances and ceremonies depended upon maintaining, 

amongst non-members, the belief that the society members retained 
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supernatural 

incorporated 

powers. Dances, 

the use of masks, 

which lasted as long as four days, 

costumes, whistles, and choreographed 

events to maintain an air of the supernatural. 

The Bella Coola people possessed a culture well adapted to life on the 

coast. Essentially, they developed a culture dependent on the catching 

of salmon and the processin~ of the cedar tree. They were masters of 

their environment. Mackenzie quickly noted the skill with which Bella 

Coola boatsmen paddled the river, and how their fishing weirs trapped 

tons of salmon. Complementing these technological achievments was a 

corresponding development in the ceremonial and mythological culture of 

the Bella Coola. SQ impressive were these developments that Mcllwraith, 

an anthropologist who studied the Bella Coola devoted several hundred 

pages of a two volume monograph to descriping these developments. With 

their massive cedar houses, stratified social structure, intricate 

fishing devices and expert boatsmenship they must have made an impact on 

Mackenzie's view of native culture, especially after passing through the 

lands of the more mobile, less numerous Southern Carrier. 
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The Southern Carrier People 

Introduction 

As with the Bella Coola, for the Southern Carrier, the seasons of the 

year can be associated particular social gatherings and economic 

activities. On the coast there are essentially two seasons, summer and 

winter. Similarly the Bella Coola have adapted elements of their social 

and economic which have become distinctive of these two seasons. On the 

interior plateau, the land of the Southern Carrier, the four season are 

distinct. As will become evident in the following pages, Southern 

Carrier economic and social life is reflected in these seasons. 

Occupying the east segment of the trail are the Southern Carrier, a 

subgroup of the Dene (Athapaskan). "Southern Carrier" is a designation 

defined primarily by lingustic affinity and cultural similarities. 

Though the Carrier language is distinct from other Athapaskan groups the 

material culture reflected a generalized adaptive strategy for life in 

the boreal forest. As with most hunting and gathering groups, the 

Carrier did not retain a collective name for themselves in the tribal 

sense. The name 'Carrier' is a variation of "'areLne", a term applied 

to them by their northern neighbours, the Sekani. This name is derived 

from the practice of a widow carrying the charred remains of her 

deceased husband in a small bag on her back during the ritual mourning 

period (Morice 1978:6, Jenness 1972:363). Though once applied only to 

the Carrier bordering the lands of the Sekani, A.G. Morice, a Carrier 
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ethnographer, used it in reference to all people speaking the Carrier 

language (Goldman 1953:3). For the Carrier, group identification was 

recognised only at the regional level and reinforced through speaking a 

common dialect, occupying of a common land base, and sharing seasonal 

food resources. 

The Carrier lived in·British Columbia's north central dry interior 

plateau, between the Coastal Range and the Rocky Mountains. In pre-

contact times the villages and seasonal camps of the Southern Carrier 

could be found throughout the drainage of the Blackwater (West Road) 

River while the Northern Carrier occupied an area encompassing Stuart 

Lake, Trembleur Lake, Babine Lake, and the Bulkley River drainage (Tobey 

1981:413). 

A broad understanding of Carrier culture was first developed by A.G. 

Morice, an Order of Mary Immaculate (OMI) missionary trained as an 

ethnologist, who spent many years at the Fort St. James Mission. During 

his tenure there he travelled among Carrier making detailed records of 

their way of life. Complementing Morice's work are the journals, notes 

and records of early explorers, North West Company traders and Hudson 

Bay Company employees and surveyors (Dawson 1876, 1877, 1978; Harmon 

1903, 1957, McGillivray 1947, Mackenzie 1903, and Morice 1893). Studied 

together, these documents provide an opportunity to understand Carrier 

and fur trade life of the 19th century. 

Morice recognized not only the tribal distinction of the Carrier people 

within the Athapaskan or Dene nation, but also the subtribal divisions 
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of Northern and Southern Carrier as well a number of localized bands. 

For the Southern Carrier people in 1893, Morice identified three 

regional bands (see Figure 14); 

1. the Tthan'tenne, 'people of the Fraser River' who 
occupied a village at the traditional fishing site of 
'Stella' where the North West Company built Fort 
Alexandria, 

2. the Nazku'tenne, 
villages at the 
Rivers, 

'people of the Nazko River' who had 
mouth of the Quesnel and Blackwater 

3. the Nutca'tenne, 'People down against the island' whose 
villages were found along the Blackwater River and 
tributaries {Morice:l893:24-30). 

Subsequent anthropological research has refined this grouping {Goldman 

1941, Duff 1977, Kew 1974) and at least four regional bands of Southern 

Carrier people are now identified (Kew 1974). Morice's Tthan'tenne, 

'Fraser River' people abandoned their traditional village site in the 

Alexandria region in the late 1860's and early 1870's and amalgamated 

with the native people in the Quesnel area and are now collectively 

referred to as Lhtauten. The Nazku'tenne, as recognized by Morice 

appear to be the Naskohwhoten now living along the Nazko River. They in 

fact represent an amalgamation of the Blackwater Band, Michelle Creek 

and Trout Lake ·Band. The Nutca'tenne are now represented by the 

Lhoosguzwhoten from the Kluskus Lakes region and the Nichauten who live 

in the Gatcho Lake and Anahim Lake region. 

The tribal, subtribal and regional band identification of the Carrier 

people are divisions based primarily on linguistic similarities 

complemented by group identification through regional occupation of a 
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Figure 14: Regional Bands of the Southern Carrier. 

common territory. Throughout the territory ocuppied by the Carrier, a 

common subsistence strategy, technological base, kinship patterns, and 

social organization prevailed (Morice 1893). Regional differences which 

were to develop, especially in regard to kinship and social 

organization, find their origins in the historic period and probably 

stem from changes in coastal trading strategies. 

The social and territorial nature of regional band identification is 

exemplified through the use of a geographic referent in the composition 
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of their names (Kew 1974). For example, the name 'Naskohwhoten' is 

derived from the Nazko River, with the suffix 'ten' or 'whoten' meaning 

'inhabitants of'. Their name translates literally as, 'the inhabitants 

of the Nazko River' (Kew 1974). 

Precontact Southern Carrier people followed a generalized socioeconomic 

pattern based on seasonal hunting, fishing and gathering (Kew 

1974,Morice 1893, Tobey 1981:418). In general their subsistence and 

settlement pattern consisted of a round of seasonal gatherings and 

subsequent dispersals within a particular region (Kew 1974). When a 

food resource became available in a particular area, a group moved to 

the location and harvested it. If the resource was abundant, a number 

of families would congregate and exploit it. When the food source 

would no longer support the large group, family units dispersed to 

individually known food sites (Kew 19074:5). Opportunities for large 

congregations came with summer salmon fishing along the Fraser and Dean 

Rivers, and spring trout fishing at a number of small lakes. 

Occasionally, sizeable winter villages may have formed near the inlets 

or outlets at large lakes to accommodate ice fishing. 

As opposed to that of the Northern Carrier, the environment occupied by 

the Southern Carrier people had a low carrying capacity (Donahue 1977). 

Large ungulates such as deer or caribou were not found in significant 

numbers within the region. To harvest salmon, their single most 

important food resource, the Southern Carrier people were forced to 

vacate the central portion of their territory and travel either east to 
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the Fraser River, west to the Bella Coola and Dean Rivers or north to 

the lakes region. This low carrying capacity of the land is reflected 

in the low population (see table 3). 

The religious life of the precontact Southern Carrier has been 

documented by Goldman and in a more general manner by Morice (Goldman 

1941:364-366, Morice 1893). Unfortunately, neither researcher recorded 

mythology in the elaborate detail used by Mcllwraith (1948) for the 

Bella Coola. 

Table 3: Population estimates for the Southern Carrier people (after 
Tobey, 1981). 

Band 

Northern 
Carrier 

Central 
Carrier 

Southern 
Carrier 

Quesnel 

Nazko 
Kluskus 

. 1806-
1831 

2000 

1000 

600 

Ulgatcho 
Alexandria 

1839 

181 

760 

747 

In broad terms the Southern 

populated by numerous spirits 

animals (Tobey 1981:428-429). 

the body during dreams, while 

ca.1845-
1883 

ca.1890 

600 610 

974 688 

448 270 

166 90 
(includes Alex.) 

206 
76 135 

15 

Carrier conceived the 

1929 

806 

972 

260 

55 

67 
138 

world as 

and gh6sts, the majority of which 

being 

were 

The spirit bEtsen was capable of leaving 

the ghost, nautnilt left the body only 
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after death (Tobey 1980:429). The Carrier people believed that a 

spirit, if properly treated, brought good fortune in life. Dreams 

represe.nted the medium of communication between the human and spirit 

world. The Carrier also maintained a belief in a guardian spirit. This 

spirit could be received through a 'spirit quest'. Such a quest 

entailed sleeping and spending time at a locale conducive to soul­

wandering (Jenness 1943:542, Tobey 1981:429). A guardian spririt would 

provide guidance and protection. 

Spring 

In July, when Alexander Mackenzie started his westward traverse of the 

Southern Carrier landscape, he was doing so at a time which bridged the 

spring trout fishing/root gathering season, and the summer salmon 

fishing season. As Mackenzie documented in his journal, this was a 

period during which people were enroute to the salmon fishing sites on 

the Dean and Fraser Rivers (Mackenzie 1970:291-297). Though Mackenzie 

met groups of people still fishing at Punchaw, Kluskus and Eliguk Lakes 

they were now catching only small numbers of fish and were anticipating 

travelling to the salmon fishing rivers within the coming days or 

weeks (Mackenzie 1971: 284). At this time of year food resources were 

scarce. There was limited game available and the seasonal trout 

fisheries had diminished. The food that was found at village sites was 

too precious to share with strangers (Mackenzie 1971:287). 

Upon leaving the Fraser River, Mackenzie's first guides were the 

'Natcud Denee', Southern Carrier people from a regional group whose 
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spring fish camp was at Punchaw Lake. By the time Mackenzie returned 

from the coast a month later, these people would have abandoned this 

traditional fishing site and travelled to their traditional salmon 

fishing stations along the Fraser. 

As with the Bella Coola, fish were the most valuable food resource for 

Carrier people (Morice 1893). Mackenzie observed a number of fishing 

weirs and nets along th~ banks of the Fraser River and shores of Eliguk 

Lake and Gatcho lake in 1793 referring to them as "fishing machines". 

However, it was not until George Dawson visited Eliguk lake in 1874 that 

anyone made a thorough description of fish trapping devices (Dawson 

1877). 

.... .. 
""' 0 ... 
u 

0 

January 

> ..., ., 
.... .... 

Figure 15: Southern Carrier economic round (pre-contact). 
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As described by Dawson, the weir used for small streams included a 

wicker or stake fence which blocked the upstream travel of the fish 

(Dawson 1877). Incorporated into the weir at Eliguk Lake was a chute 

including a funnel at the downstream end. Swimming upstream, the fish 

would encounter the fence and pass through the chute opening to the 

funnel. Upon travelling through the narrow end of the funnel a basket 

would then trap them. Once the fish were in the basket they could be 

removed using a small dip net, spears, gaff-hook or simply by hand. 

Nets were manufactured from strands of twisted cord made from the 

fibrous stalk of the western nettle (Morice 1893:159). For gill-nets, 

two fingers served as the mesh block and the knot was of the square form 

(Goldman 1953:50). Stones were tied to the bottom of the nets to serve 

as weights and sticks were tied along the top to function as floats 

(Goldman 1953:50). 

During the warm months of spring a temporary 'stick house' consisting of 

little more than a bark covered lean-to was built and occupied by a 

single family for a short period of time (Goldman 1953:23). If it was 

to be used for the duration of the salmon fishing season it would 

probably be accompanied by fish drying racks and associated with a more 

substantial fishing lodge. Such fishing lodges were mentioned by 

Mackenzie at Kluskus and Eliguk Lakes as well as along the Fraser river 

(Mackenzie 1971:238,298,304). Mackenzie described the lodge seen along 

the banks of the Fraser River as being rectangular, and measuring about 

6m by 9m. The walls were I.Sm high and constructed from spruce logs held 
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upright by support poles. The ridge pole was 3 m above the ground and 

held in place by two upright forks. Of the two gable ends, one was 

closed through the use of split boards, while the other was closed with 

poles. Fish -Orying racks were placed inside the house between walls. In 

this manner fish could be preserved using smoke from the cooking fires 

and dried in the cross breezes (Mackenzie 1971:238). 

This structure seen along the banks of the Fraser River represented the 

first permanent habitation seen by Mackenzie on the western side of the 

Rocky Mountains (Wade 1927:141). Its description attests to the fact 

that Carrier architecture reflected the composite structure of Carrier 

social organization. This house may have belonged to a Sadeku {extended 

family) with three fire hearths suggesting occupation by three nuclear 

families. In addition, the description of this house reveals that 

Southern Carrier possessed the construction technology for building 

multi-family 'long houses'. It is curious that Morice failed to mention 

composite salmon fishing houses in his treatise on the Western Dene. 

This may indicate that the house style was found only among the Southern 

Carrier and in fact represented a coastal influences. 

A second summer or spring structure belonging to the Southern Carrier 

was the "tsa-tean" or provision store house {Mackenzie 1970:300, Morice 

1893:196). It was a wooden storage box placed on stilts to protect food 

from bears and other animals. As described by Morice; 

it consisted of two parallel frames planted 
upright in the ground, the component parts of 
which all furnished in the middle with 
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Figure 16: A Southern Carrier trout (small stream) fishing 
weir reconstructed as per Dawson, June 20, 1874. 
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transversal beams upon which rests the floor of 
the tsa-tean proper. With the exception of the 
front end, the whole is made of heavy poles 
superposed one upon another or laid in close 
juxa-position as the case may be, and fastened to 
the frames of the building by means of 'ken or 
high ¢ranberry bush wattle. The front end is 
entirely of boards. All the wall posts being 
laid with their larger ends in the same 
direction, a slight inclination results at the 
top, which constitutes the roof of the building. 
This is furthermore covered with spruce (1893: 
196) 

At Eliguk Lake Mackenzie met a Carrier family at its spring fishing 

camp. That this site was a relatively important one can be inferred from 

the fact that their house appeared be a permanent structure and was 

associated with a fishing weir. Some 80 years later, surveyors observed 

a weir still in use at this location (Hunter 1874, Dawson 1877). The 

site remains today an important fishing site for local native people. 

From Mackenzie's description of the house the occupants represent a 

'Sadeku' or extended family group (Goldman 1953). As Mackenzie stated; 

I, however was close upon the house before the 
inhabitants perceived us, when the women and children 
uttered the most horrid shrieks, and the only man who 
appeared to be with them, escaped out of a back 
door, which I reached in time to prevent the women 
and children from following him ••• Our prisoners 
consisted of three women, and seven children which 
apparently composed three families ••• One women then 
informed us, that their people, with several others 
had left that place three nights before, on a trading 
journey to a tribe she called Annah (1971:304) 

It is possible that the reaction of these people to Mackenzie's party, 

further to that of complete suprise, may have been similiar to seeing a 

'ghost', as the Bella Coola recount of Mackenzie in their stories. The 
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group of strange men were also looked upon as enemies, for as Mackenzie 

recounts; 

it is impossible to describe the distress and alarm 
of these poor people, who believing that they were 
attac~ed by enemies, expected an immediate massacre, 
which, among themselves, never fails to follow such 
an event" (1970:304). 

Although he saw several houses, Mackenzie did not provide a description 

of the interiors. If he had investigated the fishing lodge at Eliguk 

he would probably have entered a rectangular shaped post and beam house 

(Morice 1893:188). Looking up towards the ceiling he may have seen 

fish strung on narrow sticks suspended between the rafters drying in the 

breeze coming through the partially opened gable end of the roof. The 

smoke rising from the central hearth cured and added flavour to the 

fish. Hanging on the walls of the house would have been an assortment 

of bark baskets, some containing nets, foods or personal valuables. 

Other baskets might have been seen sitting on the floor. These would 

have been used for storage or boiling food. 

Leaning against the wall, in the corner closest to the front door, 

would be found barbed bone tipped spears or small hand dip nets for 

retrieving fish from the weirs. As well, larger stone-tipped spears for 

hunting large animals such as caribou and bear could be stored along 

the wall. An axe with a fine-grained felspathic slate blade could also 

be found. This stone, commonly referred to as 'greenstone' was traded 

from the Bella Coola valley. In fact, the village of Nusgalst or 

Mackenzie's 'Great Village' derived its name from "the place of 
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Sgalstutl", sgalstutl being the Bella Coola name for the stone suitable 

for grinding axes (Mcllwraith 1948 1:10). 

The bedding in this spring-time house was composed of untanned caribou 

or bear hides. Complementing this was a woven rabbit-skin blanket, a 

valuable bedding cover. 

One item missing from the list of 'personal effects' of the Southern 

Carrier, was a pipe for smoking tobaco. The Carrier people were not 

aware of tobacco until after contact with Europeans in the latter half 

of the eighteenth century although a variety of tobacco was smoked and 

harvested by the Shuswap of the central interior prior to contact 

(Morice 1893:31). 

The way of life for the Southern Carrier people during the spring and 

summer months has been recounted in the pages of Harmon's journal of 

1816: 

Toward the middle of April ••• they leave their 
villages to go and pass about two months at the small 
lakes, from which ••• they take whitefish, trout, 
carp, etc, in large numbers. But when these begin 
to fail, they ••• subsist on the small fish, which they 
dried when at the lakes, or on salmon, should they 
have been so provident as to have kept any until that 
late season, or they eat herbs, the inner bark or sap 
of the sypress(?) trees, berries, etc. In this 
manner the Natives barely subsist, until about the 
middle of August (1816:247-248). 

(author's note: 'Annah' in Southern Carrier dialect translates to mean 
'people from over there'. 'rt is commonly used to refer 
to a neighbouring group of people. It does not make 
make reference to anyone particular ethnic group such 
as Shuswap or Bella Coola.) 
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Summer 

Summer was the time for occupying the traditional large salmon 

villages. The spring trout fishing sites were abandoned and 

moved to the"larger rivers. From June to the end of September 

fishing 

people 

people 

banded together and harvested salmon, their single most important food 

resource. Few salmon travelled the lakes and rivers of the central 

portions of the Southern Carrier territory, so the Kluskus and Nazko 

people had to travel eastward to the Fraser River, while the Ulgatcho 

travelled to the Bella Coola, Kimsquit and Kitimat areas. It should be 

noted that although"both the Bella Coola and Carrier people seasonally 

congregated into large social groups (e.g. villages) they did so during 

opposite seasons; the Carrier during the summer months and the Bella 

Coola during the winter. This is best understood with regard to the 

availability of food resources in their respective regions. Though 

both groups harvest their primary food resource (salmon) during the 

summer months, salmon appear in the Carrier area in significantly 

smaller numbers so the Carrier could not rely on salmon to feed them 

through the winter months. During the cold season they were required to 

live in small social groups and to continue to search for food. The 

Bella Coola, on the other hand, were able to harvest enough salmon 

within the few short months of summer to substain them throughout the 

year. 

The size of these Carrier summer villages is not known although Morice 

was able to provide some information about their locations; 

73 



they were generally situated at the confluence of 
rivers on the northern banks of lakes, so as to have 
the benefit of the sun's rays from the opposite 
direction ••• the location is chosen in such spots as 
seem to promise the greatest fishing facilities 
(1893:184). 

At favorable salmon fishing locales such as at Quesnel, more than 300 

individuals may have camped at one time. In addition, smaller family 

groups may have distributed themselves along the river shoreline to fish 

on an independent basis. Summer villages provided the social 

opportunity that reinforced regional band identity. During the two or 

three month period of congregation, the speaking of common dialects, the 

strengthening of kinship ties, and the establishment of trading partners 

and friendships promoted a bonding network. 

No obvious political structure unified Southern Carrier village life 

(Tobey 1981:414). Respect and authority were granted to a person 

showing ability at a particular activity. Furthermore, Goldman believes 

that the composition of the extended family which he observed at 

Ulgatcho in 1933/34 also existed in prehistoric times (Goldman 1953:8). 

The group, 'sadeku', as he terms it, in turn recognized the first born 

male sibling as a hereditary headman, albeit possessing limited 

authority. The Southern Carrier term for this senior male was 'destsa'. 

The sadeku owned and exercised control over the use of a defined 

region. Any cooperative exploitation of a resource or site, within one 

of these regions such as the use of a dip-net fishing station, was 

regulated by the 'destsa'. 
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During the summer months the common dress for the Carrier people 

consisted of a loose, shirt-like tunic, a breech-piece and leggings all 

made from soft, tanned, caribou skin (Morice 1893:162). Moccasins, on 

the other hand;- were usually made from the thicker skin found along the 

back bone of the moose (Morice 1893:162). Female clothing was similar 

to male apparel except that the tunic was a bit longer, and as Morice 

recorded, "For the sake of convenience a girdle was worn that secured 

the folds of the robe (tunic) over the waist" (Morice 1893:164). 

During the winter months these garments would be supplemented by a 

blanket cape of lynx, marten or fisher fur. 

To complement this description, Mackenzie provided a sketchy account of 

clothing he observed when, in the vicinity of Tanya Lake, he met a group 

of Carrier people enroute to trade at the Coast. 

Our new acquaintance were people of a very pleasing 
aspect. The hair of the women was tied in large 
loose knots over the ears, and plaited with great 
neatness from the division of the head, so as to be 
included in the knots. Some of them had adorned 
their tresses with beads, with a very pretty effect. 
The men were clothed in leather, their hair was 
nicely combed, and and their complexion was 
fairer... (1970:309-310). 

The salmon fishing season lasted from the beginning of July to the end 

of August. Within this time people attempted to procure, process and 

store enough salmon to ensure adequate food supplies through the winter 

months. If salmon runs were poor, starvation or migration out of the 

immediate area was inevitable. 
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Weirs, nets and basket traps were the basis for Southern Carrier stream 

fishing technology. A good description of a Southern Carrier salmon 

trap comes from the 1827 journal of Joseph McGillivray, a trader for the 

Hudson's Bay -~ompany who managed the post at Alexandria (McGillivray 

1827). This establishment was in fact built at the traditional salmon 

fishing site of "Stella" belonging to the Tthau'tenne Southern Carrier 

band. As McGillivray states (see Figure 17); 

••• The Salmon Fishery commences about the middle 
of July and ceases in October-this period is a 
busy one to the Natives-having their Vorveauxs to 
construct which is a Cylindrical Machine of 18 
feet long, and 5 feet high-the rods placed under 
about 11/4 Inch, and lashed to Hoops with 
"Whatappe"-one end is made in the form of a 
Funnel to admit the Salmon-to this are joined two 
similar Machines of Smaller dimensions-but 
equally in length, and when the Vorveaux is 
raised out of the Water-the Salmon flies to these 
Boots and are easily Killed with a small spear­
Tip put it in the Water required the assistance 
of several hands. Stakes must be cut, and 
planted in the River about 12 feet high and 
extending about 30 feet from the Shore-a Netting 
of Rods is laid upon these Stakes to prevent the 
Salmon running through-it is well calculated for 
catching Fish and when Salmon are abundant they 
will catch between eight to one thousand daily. 
(1827 Appendix A:l95) 

In addition to such traps a type of gill net was also employed. 

net was made from wither nettle, willow bark or a species of wild 

(Morice 1893:161). To use the gill net, one end was held tight to 
,., 

shore while the other was anchored out in the river. The net 

This 

hemp 

the 

was 

expanded by placing stone weights along the bottom and wood floats along 

the top. 
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Surplus salmon were preserved by smoking or drying. The customary 

method to dry the salmon was to cut off the head, open the fish and 

clean it. In this state it was left exposed to the sun for a few days. 

The spine was-then removed, the flesh lightly incised by a knife and 

then laid flat by weaving 2 or 3 small sticks through both halves. The 

fish were then hung on a stick which rested between the walls of a shed 

or summer house. In a few days, after it became thoroughly dried, it 

was stored in small subterranean pits or bound up and stored in the 

lodges. 

Figure 17: A Southern Carrier salmon fishing weir 
(after Morice 1893). 
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Morice and Goldman indicate that the use of hung basket traps and 

leisters was common among the Ulgatcho people as documented at Salmon 

House Falls (Dawson 1977). These baskets were suspended from 

supporting structures at waterfalls. In attempting to jump up the falls 

the salmon fell back through the air and into the basket. 

Autumn 

The arrival of fall signalled the time for people to leave the large 

summer salmon fishing camps to go hunting and prepare for winter. 

Hunting season usually meant a journey to the surrounding Itcha, 

Ilgachas or Cariboo Mountains. Caribou, mountain sheep, marmot and 

beaver provided the meat staples for the Southern Carrier (Morice, 

1893:93, Goldman 1953:37). Bow and arrows, spears and pounds were the 

most common implements of the hunt. The Carrier bow was approximately 

four feet in length, of the single reflex type and made from juniper 

wood. (Morice 1893:59). Its strength was achieved by the glueing of 

sinew lengthwise along the entire back. The string was composed of 

thin threads of sinew held together by sturgeon glue. The strength of 

these bows was illustrated by Mackenzie, who, while camped on the 

banks of the Fraser observed; 

When I was yet at a considerable distance from the 
house, and thought it impossible for an arrow to reach 
it, having a bow and quiver in my hand, I very 
imprudently let fly an arrow, when, to my astonishment 
and infinite alarm, I heard it strike a log of the 
house (1971:269). 

78 



The Carrier spear, for which Morice provides. only the briefest 

reference, was five to six to feet in length and tipped with a 

large stone point (Morice 1893:62). 

Smaller fur-bearing animals were snared for use as food, clothing and 

trade, but their harvest was insignificant to the overall economic 

intake. To catch and kill small game the Carrier people developed a 

number of traps, snares and deadfalls (Morice 1893:96). In his monograph 

Morice describes eight methods of designing animal snares (Morice 

1893:96). It is important to note that these snares were not only 

designed to entrap small animals such as rabbit, fox and lynx, but 

larger one were built capable of capturing bear and caribou as well 

(Morice 1893:110-111). 

Winter 

Characterized by people living together in the smallest social unit, 

winter was the season of minimal food availability. Subsistence 

activities included ice fishing, snaring game and the consumption of 

the foods dried and stored during the past year. 

During this time of year it was not uncommon for the westernmost 

Southern Carrier people to travel to the coast and spend the months of 

December through March with their trading partners, relatives or 

friends among the Bella Coola. For those in the central and eastern 

portions of the territory who were not able to go to the Coast, two 

variables governed the location for their winter camps; proximity of the 
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site to a reliable food resource (usually a lake) and the 

availability of firewood (Morice 1893). 

Within the Carrier 'tribe' the Southern Carrier bands were the only ones 

to built semi-subterranean houses. This dwelling or tLez'kun was 

described by Morice; 

after an excavation some three feet deep and about 
20 feet in diameter ••• the butt ends of four 
large beams were made to rest a little distance from 
the brim, on the original surface of the ground, 
while the beams converged with their small ends 
raised five feet or thereabouts to a point above 
the excavation, which was to become the door and 
smoke hole of the hut. These timbers were held up by 
means of four short pieces of wood, the end corners 
of which were wedged or locked in those of the 
larger beams ••• The aerial square orfice resulting 
from this combination was the doorway of the 
building. No other timbers were added to this 
frame work, save that to further solidify the 
structure, two or in larger huts three, stout posts, 
forming a right angle with the main beams were planted 
in the floor with their upper ends notched in the 
beams, over which split poles were laid, horizontally 
up to the stop at the door. This roof was then 
covered with earth. An indian ladder -that is, a log 
notched at the proper stepping intervals- was the 
means of communication with the outside (1893:192). 

Intertribal Relations 

It is difficult to say with certainty the degree to which the Southern 

Carrier people maintained relationships with other native groups. 

Undoubtedly inter-group relations were conducted and maintained, in 

various degrees, with all neighbouring people. The presence of obsidian 

from the Anahim Lake region in the lower levels of the archaeological 

site at Namu on the Central Coast indicates that trade between people 
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living on the interior plateau and people on the coast had existed for 

centuries. Trade and winter visits between the Bella Coola and 

western Carrier people are well documented in oral histories and 

provided the _-stimulus for intercultural relations (Hudson 1972:34). 

During the winter months Southern Carrier people regularly visited the 

easternmost Bella Coola villages. In precontact times these visits may 

.,:_ 

Figure 18: A Southern Carrier semisubterranean winter house (after 
Morice 1893) 
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have focused on trading goods such as meat and furs but more importantly 

represented a retreat from severe winter conditions on the Chilcotin 

plateau. Equally important, the Carrier assumed ·the role of audience 

during the winter Kisiut ceremonies. As reported by Mcllwraith; 

The Bella Coola considered these people utterly 
foreign in habits and beliefs, and to call a man a 
'Carrier' was, and still is, a deadly insult. The 
Carrier lacked the rich ceremonial life of the 
coastal peoples who, therefore, regarded them with 
scorn and contempt (V 1:18). 

The presence of a few of the much despised Carrier 
was, however, almost necessary to the correct 
performance of the winter dances since they were 
uninitiated spectors whom it was necessary to impress 
and delude (V 1:22). 

Although speaking a different language, the Bella Coola . maintained a 

continuous exchange of ideas, intermarriage and trade with the Wakasan 

speaking Bella Bella people (Mcllwraith 1:19). Though Bella Coola 

tribal identity was woven together by a common language and ancestral 

descent the Bella Coola also recognised some cultural similarities with 

the Bella Bella. The Bella Coola believed that many of their cultural 

traditions were derived form the Bella Bella people. 

The Bella Coola maintained relations with a third group of people, the 

Istamx. These people, who were an intermediate group between the Bella 

Coola and the Bella Bella, occupied 7illages at Elcho Harbour (where 

Mackenzie terminated his westward journey), Green River, and Cascade 

Inlet. Unfortunately the villages of these people were abandoned at the 
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time of the 1860's smallpox epidemics (Mcilwraith I:21). It is not 

known to what degree the Istamx recognized themselves as being a 

distinct· cultural group, though Mcilwraith's field research indicated 

that they spoke a language slightly different from the Bella Bella. 

Regarding the southern neigbours of the Carriers, the Chilcotin said 

'that in pre-white times contact was rare ••• [with the Carrier]' (Lane 

1953:63). Marice's studies at Stuart Lake in Northern Carrier territory 

recounts a relationship based on mutual mistrust highlighted by 

occasional outbursts of revenge oriented warfare through raiding parties 

(Morice 1893: 14,19,60). It would appear from the intertribal meetings 

held along the Fraser River between Mackenzie and people who appear to 

be Chilcotin and Carrier that a relationship supportive to co-existence 

was maintained at least by people living in proximity to each other. 

The preceeding chapter has provided an introduction to the native 

cultures that Alexander Mackenzie met while travelling between the 

Fraser River and the Dean Channel. The information concerning these 

cultures is primarily a synthetic discriptive reconstruction. That is, 

the reconstructions are primarily based on analogy to information 

received from the accounts of early explorers, fur traders and 

missionaries or particular contemporary cultural items or legends. 

Only with the availability of written accounts does this synthetic 

nature of cultural description and subsequent understanding disappear. 

For the region of the Alexander Mackenzie Heritage Corridor the historic 
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period begins with the written accounts of the travels and observations 

of Alexander Mackenzie in 1793. 

·. 
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Native Trade and Trails in Northwest British Columbia 

Introduction 

In precontact times the 

established an extensive 

communication and commerce. 

native people of 

network of trails 

British Columbia 

for the purpose 

had 

of 

These networks consisted of a number of 

well maintained and managed trails linking people of various ethnic 

backgrounds and regional natural resources. Well developed trails 

extended from native communities on the coast to those in the interior. 

These trails have colloquially become ref erred to as trade or grease 

trails. The route travelled by Mackenzie was one of these native trade 

routes, though the segment of the route he travelled between Tanya Lake 
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and the Bella Coola valley 

system. It may even be 

may not have been a major component in the 

stated that the Bella Coola Trail which 

Mackenzie was _guided along was a trade trail of minor significance. It 

was, however, representative of the trails over which trade goods moved 

between the coast and the interior of British Columbia. 

Trade Goods 

The coastal environment of the B.C. coast provided a number of items 

which could be traded to the people of the continental interior. These 

goods included foodstuffs such as salmon and eulachon, sea weeds and 

cedar bark, shells of abalone, oyster and dentalium or exotic metals 

such as copper and iron. From the interior native groups traded animal 

hides, particularly those of moose, which, because of their thickness 

were made into shields and clothing (footwear). From the interior also 

came exotic stones such as obsidian, to be used as spear and arrowheads, 

and berry crops such as soap berries and blue berries. 

It appears that the practice of trading was an established profession 

among the Bella Coola people (Mcllwraith 1948: 263). In fact, Mackenzie 

met a Bella Coola trading party while paddling on the Dean Channel 

(Mackenzie 1971:344). Mackenzie also documents trading to have been a 

common pursuit between the Southern Carrier people and those of the 

coast. However trader, as a recognized profession,is absent. Trading 

appears to have been completed by a family from the interior going to 

the coast to trade. 
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Sea Shells 

Evidence of coastal influence reaching the people of the western slopes 

of the Rocky Mountains was noted by Mackenzie who observed that the 

Sekani Indians wore sea shells as personal ornaments. 

They have 
where they 
to an inch 
are not of 

also a few white beads, which they get 
procure their iron: they are from a line 
in length, and are worn in their ears, but 
European manufacture (Lamb 1970:290). 

These "white beads" were probably dentalium shells which are small, 

tusk-shaped, hollow shells that grow to about five centimeters in length 

and are found in mud or sand in deep water on the outer coast between 

Alaska and southern California. 

The Carrier Indians in the vicinity of Stuart Lake used dentalium 

shells as jewellry and currency. Daniel Harmon, a North West company 

trader, wrote; 

The women, particularly those who are young, run a 
wooden pin through their noses, upon each end of 
which they fix a kind of shell bead, which is about 
an inch and a half long, and nearly the size of the 
stem of a common clay pipe. These beads they obtain 
from their neighbours, the At-e-nas who purchase them 
from another tribe, that is said to take them on the 
sea shore, where they are reported to be found in 
plenty. All the Indians in this part of the country, 
are remarkably fond of these beads; and in their 
dealings with each other, they constitute a kind of 
circulating medium, like the money of civilized 
countries. Twenty of these beads, they consider as 
equal in value to a beaver's skin (1957:244). 

A few sea shells, including dentalium, have been uncovered at 

archaeological excavations on the Interior plateau. At Chinlac, a long-
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abandoned Carrier settlement near the confluence of the Stuart and 

Nechako Rivers, a dentalium shell has been found in association with 

European trade goods and a Chinese coin minted circa A.D. 1125, 

indicating that the shell was traded about the time that fur trade 

vessels were visiting the coast (Borden 1952:35). 

A piece of dentalium had also been recovered at an archaeological 

excavation at Ulkatcho (Donahue 1973:168). Historically, the Ulkatcho 

Carrier procured dentalium shells from the Bella Coola, who in turn 

obtained them from the Kwakiutl. While travelling down the Dean Channel 

Mackenzie met an Indian from the outer coast who traded in shell beads 

"which they get from their own coast 0 (Lamb 1970:384), 

In the early 19th century Harmon observed that Carrier men wore oyster 

shell jewellry. 

Both sexes perforated their noses; and from 
them, the men often suspended an ornament 
consisting of a piece of an oyster shell, or a 
small piece of brass or copper" (1957:244). 

The oyster shell was undoubtedly that of the common native oyster 

(Ostrea lurida) whose range stretches from southern Alaska to Baja 

California. 

Carrier women also adorned themselves w~th ear pendants of abalone shell 
, 

traded from the coast (Tobey, 1981:424). Although Northern Abalone 

(Haliotis kamtschatkana) was common along the Northwest coast, it was 

the more colourful abalone shells from California that the Indians 
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desired (Heizer 1940). The sailors on Captain Vancouver's ships noted 

the great value the Indians placed on abalone shell from California, and 

they laid in a supply at Monterey on their way north on their second 

voyage in 1793. Once on the Northwest Coast the sailors paid four 

abalone shells for a sea otter pelt (Akrigg, 1975:91). 

At Friendly Village a village noble probably gave Mackenzie what appears 

to be an abalone shell as a gift. The noble valued the shell highly, for 

he was responding to a substantial gift from the explorer. 

recorded in his diary: 

I presented him with two yards of blue cloth, an 
axe knives, and various other articles. He gave me 
in return a large shell which resembled the under 
shell of a Guernsey oyster, but somewhat larger. 
Where they procure them I could not discover, but 
they cut and polish them for bracelets, ear-rings, 
and other personal ornaments (1971:369). 

Mackenzie 

The shells of the California mussel (Mytilus californianus) were traded 

but unlike other sea shells they were not used for personal adornment. 

The California mussel is found from Alaska to Mexico growing to 25 

centimeters in length, From its large, tough shell the Indians 

fashioned knives, scrapers, and large blades (Borden, 1952). 

While at Friendly Village Mackenzie noticed Bella Coola Indian women 

using mussel shell knives to cut and clean fish (Mackenzie 1970:393). 

These knives could have been made from California mussel shells, or from 

the Western River Pearl Mussel (Margaritifera falcata) which grows in 

the Atnarko River near Stuie. The shells of the freshwater mussel are 
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only half the size of those of the California mussel and not as durable, 

so the knives therefore were probably made from California mussel shell. 

Iron and Copper 

Before European and American maritime fur traders arrived on the coast, 

the native people obtained small amounts of iron from wrecks of 

Japanese and Russian ships that drifted from Asia on the Kuroshio or 

Japanese Current (Rickard 1939:25). This "drift iron" does not appear 

to have been traded widely, although the Carrier Indians at Stuart Lake 

had a tradition that they had possessed an iron axe or adze as early as 

1730 (Morice, 1906:9). 

When the maritime fur traders brought large amounts of iron to the 

coast, it wa& absorbed into the native exchange system as a staple 

commodity. Thus Mackenzie found that Sekani Indians on the western 

slopes of the Rocky Mountains possessed iron tools. 

They were, indeed, furnished with iron in a manner 
that I could not have supposed and plainly proved to 
me that their communication with those, who 
communicate with the inhabitants of the sea coast, 
cannot be very difficult (Lamb 1970:290). 

Copper was another metal highly valued by native people. Natural 

outcrops occurred at various places near the coast, particularly along 

the White River and Chitina River in Alaska (Rickard 1939:38). It was 

traded widely, particularly after the maritime merchants introduced it 

in quantity and was used mostly as jewellery and as a symbol of wealth. 
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Mackenzie observed that the Bella Coola Indians had 

considerable quantities of copper. 

Copper and brass are in great estimation among them, 
and of the former they have great plenty: they point 
their arrows and spears with it, and work it into 
personal ornaments; such as collars, ear-rings, and 
bracelets, which they wear on their wrists, arms, and 
legs. I presume they find it the most advantageous 
article of trade with the more inland tribes 
(Mackenzie 1971:334-335) 

acquired 

The neighbours of the Bella Coola, the Ulgatcho Carrier, did indeed 

acquire copper ornaments and projectile points (Donahue 1973:169). The 

Carriers in the vicinity of Stuart Lake used copper for personal 

ornamentation (Harmon 1957:244; Borden 1952:34). 

Obsidian 

Obsidian, a black volcanic glass rock was also an important commodity 

for trade. It was transported far from its principal sources in the 

Rainbow Range, Ilgachus Range, and Mount Edziza. Obsidian from Anahim 

Peak in the Rainbow Range has been found at locations as far afield as 

Namu near the outer coast and Grande Cache on the east side of the Rocky 

Mountains (Carlson 1979:220, Donahue 1978:245). As well, obsidian from 

the Ilgachuz Range has been found at Namu and at Pouce Coupe (Hearing 

1976:21). Bella Coola, Ulkatcho, Anahim Lake, Moricetown, Finmoore 

(Chinlac), and Kluskus are other places where Ilgachuz and Rainbow 

mountain obsidian has been found (Donahue 1973:160). 

Foodstuffs 

As well as metals and precious stone, food was also an important trade 

commodity. It was exchanged more frequently among Indians in the 
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interior than it was between the people of the interior and those of the 

coast (Turner 1978:34). Carrying food over steep mountain trails was 

not an efficient means to obtain sustenance; the energy expended on the 

journey would balance the energy available in the food. Nevertheless, 

interior Indians on occasion traded yellow avalanche lily corms, 

blueberries, and soapberries to people on the coast in exchange for 

dried seaweed, highbush cranberries, salmon, and eulachon oil (Turner 

1978:34). 

Eulachon oil was the most notable food carried over Indian trade trails. 

It was from association with this substance that a· number of the trails 

over which it was carried became known as 'grease trails'. 

The taste for eulachon oil was so universal among Indians on the coast 

that early maritime fur traders added it to their stock of trade goods. 

Hudson's Bay Company trader, John Work, remarked in his journal on May 

20, 1835: 

Several Indians again visited us but traded only 
Beaver and Bears. They brought a considerable 
quantity of small fish Oil (eulachon oil) here but we 
did not purchase any of it. Formerly the Americans 
used to buy a great deal of this article to sell it 
elsewhere on the coast for furs, but as this has been 
an indifferent fishing year the Oil is scarce and 
such high prices demanded for it that there would be 
no gain in buying it to sell elsewhere 
(1945:43). 

Surveyor Frank Swannell observed in 1926 that eulachon oil was still 

carried far from the coast in boxes. 

From this traffic in oolakan grease the trails get 
their name and as far inland as Francois Lake I have 
found some of the coast-made boxes still redolent of 
the grease (1926:12) 
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On the other hand, Swannell's colleague, R.P. Bishop, noted in 1925 that 

some interior Indians did not care for eulachon grease. 

Communication with the Coast has had its effect on 
the taste of the inhabitants, as various products of 
the 'saltchuck' such as oolachan-grease, dried 
seaweed, and fish-roe, find a ready market at Babine. 
The St~art Lake Indians, on the contrary, have no 
taste for oolachen-grease and could not be induced to 
buy any when the Hudson's Bay Company at Fort St. 
James imported a consignment of it (1925:175). 

Furs and Hides 

The interior Indians traded furs and dressed moose hides with the 

Indians on the coast (Mackenzie 1970:355; Jenness 1943:478). Since few 

moose were found west of the Rocky Mountains prior to the twentieth 

century, moose hides had to be transported long distances. The Sekani 

Indians who occupied the mountainous region of the upper Peace River 

were one of the groups who supplied it. While still on the east side of 

the Rocky Mountains in 1810, Daniel Harmon wrote in his diary: 

They (the Sekani) have just returned from the other 
side of the Rocky Mountains, where they go to pass 
the summer months. During the winter season, they 
remain on this side of the Mountain, where they find 
buffaloes, moose, and deer. On the other side, none 
of these animals, excepting a few straggling ones are 
to be found (1957:130). 

Fraser also noted the scarcity of large animals west of the Rockies. In 

1806, he wrote: " ••• there are no large animals except Carrubaan 

(caribou) which is too sly for us" (1960:236). 

Though caribou hide was the more readily available, moose hide was the 

preferred object of trade. The Indians on the coast used moose hide for 
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mocassins, armour and shields (MacDonald 1979:16, Mcilwraith 1948:341; 

Mackenzie 1970:392). Large shields of moose hide were carried in Bella 

Coola canoes and had symbolic as well as defensive value: holding aloft 

a moose hide four times meant friendly intentions ·(Mcilwraith 1948:356). 

For the Bella Coola people the value of moose hides was in its thickness 

and the generally impenetrable nature of the hide to most coastal 

weapons, 

After meeting a band of Carrier Indians, Mackenzie described the 

importance of moose hide in native trade. 

Every man, woman, and child, carried a .proportionate 
burden, consisting of beaver coating and parchment, 
as well as skins of the otter, the martin, the bear, 
the lynx, and dressed moose-skins. The last they 
procured from the Rocky-Mountain Indians. 
According to their account, the people of the sea 
coast prefer them to any other article (1971:310), 

As a sort of specialty trade, the Gitksan of the upper Skeena River 

traded arrow shafts made of the wood of the saskatoon berry bush. The 

arrow shafts were tougher and harder to break than those made of any 

wood available to the coast Indians (MacDonald 1979:29). 

Aboriginal Trade Trails from Nass River to Bute Inlet 

Native trails existed throughout northwestern British Columbia. Along 

most rivers, up most valleys, native people had built and maintained 

trails to develop and assist intert~ibal trade and communication. The 

most heavily travelled native trade trail in this region was the Grease 

Trail between the Nass River and the Skeena River. It began near 
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Figure 19: Native trade trails located in Northwestern British Columbia. 
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Gitlakdamsk (Aiyansh) on the Nas~ River, some eighty kilometers from the 

ocean. From the head of navigation for canoes at Grease Harbour 

(approximately 3 km upstream from Aiyansh) the trail followed the south 

side of the Nass River to the Cranberry River (#1 on Figure 19). It 

crossed the Cranberry River on a bridge, and then followed the east side 

of the Cranberry River and the Kitwanga River (#2 on Figure 19). It 

reached the Skeena River some four kilometres east of the village of 

Kitwanga (Poudrier 1894~367-369). 

The Grease Trail was used by native people from the upper Skeena River 

every spring on their way to and from the eulachon fishing sites on the 

lower Nass River. Much of the eulachon grease prepared on the Nass 

River was transported up the Skeena by canoe, but a great quantity was 

carried also "on human backs over the Grease Trail (Collison 1941:27). 

During periods of famine, Carrier Indians sometimes travelled to the 

Nass River villages to obtain eulachon grease (Jenness 1943:478). 

In January 1873, Charles Horetsky, a Canadian Pacific Railway Company 

surveyor, walked the Grease Trail from the Skeena River to the Nass 

River and he wrote a vivid description of the trail in use; 

Since we left the river (the Skeena) we met many of 
the Kitsigeuhle Indians returning from the great 
feast at Kitwancole; more than one hundred must have 
passed us, and they were, without a single exception, 

(*author's note: In making reference to figures 19, 20 and 21 please 
note that because of the small scale in many instances 
the dashed line designating a trail overlies the 
identification of a river or creek.) 
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not only the men, but also the women and children, 
laden with large cedar boxes, of the size and shape 
of tea-chests, which were filled with the rendered 
grease of the candle fish caught in the Nass waters. 
What from the rancid and putrescent smell of the 
grease, and their own filthy persons, down which the 
perspiration rolled as they plodded labouriously 
along, bent double in some cases under the crushing 
weight of their enoumous loads, they could, 
especially when to windward, be scented from afar. 
Eight out of every ten were suffering from 
ophthalmia. They passed us in twos and threes; 
sometimes a whole family, father, mother, and olive 
branches, all loaded to their utmost capacity; little 
children even, of tender years, carried burthens of 
thirty or forty pounds weight, and tottered along in 
silence. One sturdy savage had, in addition to the 
usual load of grease, perched on its summit, an old 
and decrepit woman, perhaps his mother. This man 
could not have had less than two hundred and fifty 
pounds weight upon his back; but they are a tough, 
hardy set, and great carriers (1874:117). 

At the northernmost bend of the Cranberry River, a trail left the main 

Grease Trail and headed toward the northeast. It crossed the height of 

land at Octopus Lake (#3 on Figure 19) and then followed the Kispiox 

River (#4 on Figure 19) down to its mouth on the Skeena River at the 

village of Kispiox [#5 on Figure 19] (Poudrier 1892:369, Harrington 

1953:43). A trail left the Kispiox trail to go even further north, 

following the Sweetin River and Canoe Creek to Kuldo on the upper Skeena 

River (Kaser 1974:18, Harrington 1953:43). 

Near the coast, another grease trail provided an overland route between 

the Nass and the Skeena River. From the Nass River, it went up the 

Tseax River (#7 on Figure 19) to a low divide at Sand Lake (#7 on Figure 

19), and then followed the east side of the Kitsumkalum River to the 
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Skeena River. A branch trail led to the villages at Kitselas Canyon [#8 

on Figure 19] (Poudrier 1892:369, Inglis and MacDonald 1979:71). 

A well-used trail extended from Kitselas Canyon to the head of Kitimat 

Arm [#9 on _figure 19] (Downie 1893:244, Jenness 1943:480, Kaser 

1974:18). It crossed the height of land on the east side of Lakelse 

Lake (#9 on Figure 19) and Onion Lake and followed down the east side of 

the Kitimat River. 

Near the mouth of the Zymoetz River, trails from Kitimat and Kitselas 

Canyon joined a trail that led up the Zymoetz River and over a pass to 

the Bulkley River (Jenness 1943:480). 

A trail followed the west side of the Skeena River for virtually the 

whole length of the river, connecting the settlements of Kitsumkalum, 

Kitselas, Kitwanga, Gitenmax (Hazelton) [#10 on Figure 19], Kispiox, 

Kuldo, and Bear Lake (MacDonald 1979:40-48). Large canoes could ascend 

the river as far as Kispiox and small canoes as far as Kuldo, but when 

the river was partly frozen or in flood, travellers used the trail 

(Garfield 1966:6; Poudrier 1892:359). 

A number of trails radiated from Gitenmax at the junction of the Skeena 

River and Bulkley River. In addition to the trail that ran along the 

west bank of the Skeena River to Kispiox and Kuldo, another went up the 

east bank to Kisgegas situated some eight kilometers up the Babine 

River (Dawson 188l:map; MacDonald 1979:45; Morice 1907:map; Poudrier 

1892:362). At Kisgegas the trail turned east and crossed the mountains 

through Atnah Pass to the plateau and Bear Lake. 
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It may have been trade over this trail from Kisgegas that Indians told 

Simon Fraser about in 1806 when he was still east of the Rocky 

Mountains. He recorded in his journal: 

••• and from thence (Finlay River) there is a Portage 
about half the length of this, to a large lake, 
called Bear Lake, where the Salmon comes up, and from 
there is a River that falls into another much larger 
(according to their Report larger than even the Peace 
River) that glides in northwest direction. It is 
from that quarter they get their Iron works and 
ornaments, but they represent the navigation beyond 
the Lake as unpracticable, and say there are no other 
Indians excepting a few of their relations that never 
saw white people there about, and to get Iron works 
they must go far beyond it, which they perform in 
long journeys on foot (Fraser 1960:I70). 

An important trail led from Gitenmax to Babine Lake. It followed the 

north side of the Bulkley River and Suskwa River (#II on Figure I9) to 

Suskwa Pass, and then descended to the north end of Babine Lake (Downie 

in Mayne I862:452, Dawson I881:21). Babine Lake and a portage trail 

provided continuation of the route to Stuart Lake. 

Daniel Harmon, the North West Company trader at Stuart Lake, was the 

first white man to visit the Indians on Babine Lake. In his journal 

entry for January 20, I812, he described trade relations between the 

Indians of the Skeena River (called the "White People" by the interior 

Carrier because they traded directly with the Europeans) and the 

Carriers of Babine Lake: 

••• and they now gave us some account of the White 
People who came up the large River (the Skeena) as 
they had done before at the Fort last summer and to 
convince us that what they had said was true they 
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showed us many articles, which they barter from their 
Neighbours the Atenas who purchased them directly from 
the white people which were Guns, Cloth, Blankets, 
Axes and cast Iron Pots etc." (Harmon 1957::150). 

A trail ran the length of the Bulkley River and Endako River (#12 on 

Figure 19) to Fraser Lake (Gavreau 1892:372). It began at Gitenmax at 

the mouth of the Bulkley River, crossed the river at Hagwilget Canyon (4 

km west of Gitenmax), and continued up the south bank to Moricetown 

Falls (approximately 100 km west of Gitenmax) where it crossed to the 

north side. After going over the divide to the Endako River, the trail 

passed along the north side of Decker Lake (#13 on Figure 19) and Burns 

Lake (#14 on Figure 19) to Fraser Lake. 

A number of trails radiated from Fraser Lake (Dawson 188l:map). The 

trail that came east from the Bulkley River continued along the south 

shore of Fraser and Tachick Lake (#15 on Figure 19), then north of 

Cluculz (#16 on Figure 19) and Bednesti Lake (#17 on Figure 19) to 

reach the mouth of the Nechako River at the Fraser. Two trails struck 

north from Fraser Lake: one to the east end of Babine Lake and the other 

to the south end of Stuart Lake (Dawson 1881:27B). 

A trail ran south from Fraser Lake to the east end of Cheslatta Lake 

[#18 on Figure 19] (Morice 1907:map, Meyerstein 193l:D345). It continued 

south to the outlet of Natalkus Lake (#19 on Figure 19) where it 
, 

divided: one branch going south past Tatelkus Lake (#1 on Figure 20) to 

a crossing place on the Blackwater River some eight kilometers northwest 

of Kluskus (Dawson 188l:map, Meyerstein 
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Figure 20: Native trade trails located between Gatcho Lake 
and the Fraser River. 

1913:D342,D348), the other branch following the west side of Entiako 

River to Ulgatcho (Figure 20). 

A trail also went along the north shore of Cheslatta Lake to Ootsa Lake. 

It was part of a trade route to the coast that followed Ootsa Lake, 

Tahtsa River (#20 on Figure 19), Tahtsa Lake (#20 on Figure 19), 
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Penteuch Pass, Horetsky Creek, and Kemano River [#21 on Figure 19] 

(Horetsky 1875:137, Poudrier 1892:357, Duff 1951:29). West of Penteuch 

Pass the way was difficult to travel, as surveyor A.L. Poudreier 

reported: 

The steepness of the ascent, the narrowness of the 
cut, and the dangers of avalanches, rock-slides, and 
creaking glaciers, show well enough that this pass 
is impracticable for railway purpose or even a wagon 
road. It is true that the Indians of the interior 
often use i~.to come down to the sea, as shown by 
their old camping places, their numerous writing on 
trees in Tinneh characters; but they chose their 
time to do so (1892:357). 

This trail had a northern branch down the Kildala River (MacDonald 

1976:41). In 1859, William Downie spoke to interior Indians at the 

mouth of the ~ildala River (#22 on Figure 19) who told him that they had 

come all the way from Fraser Lake (Downie 1893:244). 

A trail also headed south from the west end of Cheslatta Lake, crossed 

the Ootsa, Chelaslie (#23 on Figure 19), and Tetachuck River (#24 on 

Figure 19), and joined the trail to Ulkatcho at the upper end of Entiako 

Lake (Meyerstein 1913:D343). Trade routes from Kimsquit over Sakumtha 

Pass, and from Kitlope (#25 on Figure 19) over Garde Pass and then down 

Eutsuk Lake joined the trail below Tetachuch Falls (now under the 

Aluminum Company of Canada reservoir). 

Mackenzie completed the first documented crossing of the North American 

continent following a network of native trails which stretched from the 

Fraser at the mouth of the Blackwater River to Salmon House Falls on the 

Dean River.(#! on Figure 22). 
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This trail followed the north shore of the Blackwater from the Fraser 

River to Euchiniko Lakes, cutting across country where the river dipped 

south. At Euchiniko Lakes it crossed to the south side of the 

Blackwater River. Then, after passing Kluskus Lakes and Tsacha Lake, it 

again crossed to the north side of the river. The trail skirted the 

north side of Eliguk and Gatcho Lake, and turned southwest to cross the 

Dean River. From the west end of the Tanya Lakes it followed the Takia 

River to the Dean River at Salmon House Falls, an important fishing 

place for Carrier Indians (Dawson 1878:20-31). 

There were several important trail junctions along the trail. One was 

near the crossing place on the Blackwater River above the lower canyon. 

A trail came south from the mouth of the Nechako River to Punchaw Lake 

and the crossing place on the Blackwater, and finally to the mouth of 

the Quesnel River (Dawson 1877:map). A trail along the Chilako River 

also extended south to the ford on the Blackwater River (Poudrier 

1891:291). From the mouth of the Euchiniko River, a trail went south 

along the Blackwater River and Nazko River to Alexis Creek and the 

Chilcotin River (Dawson 1877:map, Poudrier 1891:291) [refer to Figures 

19 and 20). 

A number of trails met the Blackwater trail at Kluskus Lakes (Bishop 

1913:D262). One trail came across country from the mouth of the Quesnel 

River, a second came from the north past Natelkuz Lake (#2 on Figure 20) 

and crossed the Blackwater River some eight kilometers northwest of 

Kluskus and a third climbed over the Itcha Range from Puntzi Lake and 
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was used by the Canadian Pacific Railway Survey in 1874 (Dawson 1877:243 

and map, 188l:map; Meyerstein 1913:D348) [refer to Figure 20). 

At a point between Tsetzi Lake and Cluchuta Lake (#3 on Figure 20), the 

trail along the Blackwater River forked. One branch continued along the 

Blackwater River, the other branch went southwest over the Ilgachuz 

Range to Anahim Lake and Bella Coola (Smith 1875:120, Dawson 1878:37, 

Meyerstein 1913:D349, Bishop 1913:D263) [Figure 20]. 

Many trails came together at Ulkatcho (#4 on Figure 20): the trail from 

the east from the Blackwater River, a trail from the north from the 

Entiako River, a trail from the south from Anahim Lake, a trail from 

the southwest from Salmon House Falls, and a trail from the west from 

Kimsquit (#2 on Figure 21) on the Dean River. 

The trail to the mouth of the Dean River went from Ulkatcho to the west 

end of Qualcho Lake (#5 on Figure 20), then down Qualcho Creek, along 

the west shore of Sigutlat Lake, and up the Iltasyuko River to the pass 

between Stick Pass Mountain and Sakumtha Crag (Figure 20). From the 

pass, the trail followed down the west side of Bernhardt Creek. It 

crossed the Sakumtha River (#3 on Figure 21) just above its junction 

with the Dean River, and then followed the Dean to the sea (Bishop, 

1914:335, Swannell 1926:5, Swannell 1958:14). 

An important trade trail went from Kimsquit up the East Sakumtha River 

to Pandosy Bay on Eutsuk Lake (Horetsky 1875:143, Bishop 1914:335, 
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Bishop 1925:F99, Swannell 1926:2-6, Duff 1951:29). From Pondosy Bay, 

the trade route continued by water, going east on Eutsuk Lake and 

Tetachuch Lake, or north on Eutsuk Lake, Whitesail Lake, and Ootsa Lake. 

John MacDonald, a Hudson's Bay Company trader, used the Bernhardt 

Creek trail of the Sakumtha River trail on a trip from Fraser Lake to 

Kimsquit in 1838 (A.G. Anderson 1876:map). He had no difficulties, 

"making the journey with ease and expedition" (Mayne 1862). Apparently 

the trail was used frequently, for after a visit to Kimsquit in 1859, 

William Downie reported: 

Toward the fall of every year the natives come down 
from New Caledonia to trade here and return again on 
snow-shoes, these men come back with the returning 
season to trade (1893:241), 

The Bella Coola Indians who lived at the head of the Dean Channel were 

connected by trail with the Haisla Indians on the Kitlope River (Tolmie 

1963:43). The trail followed the west side of the Kimsquit River to 

Kimsquit Lake, then it went down the Kapella River, across the Kitlope 

River, and finally over a low pass to the Tezwa River (#4 on Figure 21) 

and the south end of Kitlope Lake (Poudrier 1892:356) [Figure 21]. 

A trail from the west end of Eutsuk Lake went through Garde Pass and 

followed the south side of the Smaby Creek to the trail along the 

Kimsquit River (Horetsky 1875:140). It was the most direct route 

between the interior and the large eulachon fishery at the mouth of the 

Kitlope River (Poudrier 1892:355). 
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Several trails connected Bella Coola with the interior plateau. The 

principal trail started at the village of Koomkootz (Mackenzie's 

Friendly Village) near the mouth of the Bella Coola River. It followed 

the south bank to a point opposite the mouth of the Noosqulch River -

where it crossed to the north side of the Bella Coo la River, Atnarko 

River, and Hotnarko River (#5 on Figure 21) to Ana him Lake, with a 

branch trail from the Precipice to Nimpo Lake [Figure 20] (Mackenzie 

1970: 386-389; Palmer 1862 :map Palmer 1863: 11-16, Venables 186l:map, 

Mackenzie 1970:386-389). 

A secondary trail may have followed the Necleetsconnay River (#6 on 

Figure 21) from the head of North Bentinick Arm to the plateau at 

Talcheazoone Lakes (#7 on Figure 21). In 1927, Swannell reported: 

Another 

West of the lakes, by climbing about 500 feet, we 
looked down into the Necleetskommai and succeeded in 
cutting trail and getting our horses three miles down 
this stream to within 15 miles of North Bentinck 
Arm ••• We found no trace of the foot-trail we had been 
told ran this far up the Necleetskonnai (1927:3). 

secondary trail may have gone up the Saloopt River to 

Talcheazooe Lakes. Swannell noted in his diary on July 29, 1927: 

Camp at very old meat cache, with much heavy 
chopping, all old. Cruise for reported Grease Trail 
down Saloompt, but no Indian Trace at all. (1927) 

The trails along the Saloompt River and Necleetsconnay may have 

disappeared, but Swannell followed a "very old trail" west from the 

Rainbow Range to the headwaters of the two rivers (Swannell 1928:2). 
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Figure 21: Native trade trails located between Bella Coola 
and Gatcho Lake. 

An important trail started for the interior about four kilometers east 

of the junction of the Bella Coola River and the Noosqulch River. The 

path climbed the moutainside just west of Assanany Creek (#7 on Figure 
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20), Above timberline it turned east along the southern flanks of the 

Rainbow Range to Anahim Lake (Bishop 1914:335, Bishop 1925:F97, Dawson 

1878:34) [see Figure 21]. 

Mackenzie reached the Bella Coola River at the mouth of Burnt Bridge 
• 

Creek. To leave the plateau, he seems to have come down a ridge between 

the two northern tributaries of the creek, At the foot of the ridge, 

between the tributaries, he "crossed the one which was to the left", and 

then walked down the east side of Burnt Bridge Creek to Nootleoch 

(Friendly Village) beside the Bella Coola River (Mackenzie 1970:317). 

Cavendish Venables did not find a trail there in 1860. He reported: 

Nootleoch village consists of about twelve houses 
and a salmon dam, A large flat, timbered, runs along 
the river northward, following the mountain stream. 
Our party came a new route over the mountains, and 
cut and blazed a trail through from Mootleoch, The 
distance this way is 36 miles; the other 45 miles (by 
way of the Atnarko and Hotnarko). The road is good 
from Narcoontloon (Anahim Lake) which is nearly half 
the distance from the harbour, as far as the top of 
the moutain, above the village of Nootleoch, but the 
snow falls early and lays late. The mountain down to 
the village is very bad, and I do not think it could 
be made practical for animals, although we brought 
one down packed. The other road follows the river 
which is navigable 10 miles up. The road is good, 
with the exception of two small slides on the river 
(1861). 

On his map Venables showed his route from Anahim Lake going along the 

southern slopes of the Rainbow Range and then switch-backing 

southwesterly toward the mouth of Burnt Bridge Creek. 
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A year or so later, Indians told John Barnston that: 

From the place where you first strike the Bell-houla 
River in the Coast Range, the trail runs along its 
bank through a deep gorge or pass in the mountains 
the whole way to the coast. There is, however, 
another road from Lake Anawhim, which strikes the 
river at Nout-chaoff, which the Indians informed us 
was the better road. They also told us that if we 
had taken this road we could have reached Nout-chaof f 
with our horses, as we should have thereby avoided 
the worst part of the other road and the torrents 
(Barnston in Mayne 1862:148). 

R.P. Bishop heard about the trail in 1923 and he reported: 

I have never been over this part of the old trail, 
which has long been abandoned. Capoose, an Indian of 
Abuntlet Lake, tells me that there are still two old 
men alive who can remember when it was in use, and 
that it touches a small lake locally known as Caribou 
Lake, lying on the "Capoose Summer Trail" east of 
Fish Lake (1925:F97). 

Alexander Mackenzie's route led up Burnt Bridge Creek and then down 

Kohasganko Creek (#8 on Figure 21) to the west end of Tanya Lake, where 

it joined the trail to Salmon House Falls. Another trail from the west 

end of Tanya Lake traversed the westernmost slopes of the Rainbow Range 

(Figure 21). It joined the Canoe Crossing Trail at Fish Lake [located 

southwest of Sitkatapa Lake] (Bishop 1925:F97; Dawson 1878:32-34). 

It should be noted that a horse trail called the Burnt Bridge Trail was 

constructed before 1914 (Bishop 1914:D335). It climbed the mountainside 

west of Burnt Bridge Creek and met the Canoe Crossing Trail at Fish Lake 

(Swannell 1926:2). 
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Several trails came together in the vicinity of Anahim Lake and Abuntlet 

Lake (Figure 20). The high elevation trail that began as the Canoe 

Crossing Trail followed the Tusulko River to Abuntlet Lake (Dawson 

1878:36). A_ trail led south to the crossing place on the Dean River 

called Natsedeelya near the outlet of Anahim Lake (Wilmeth 1978:10). 

It joined trails leading northwest to Ulkatcho, northeast to Tsetzi 

Lake, 'southeast to Nimpo Lake, and southwest to Bella Coola (Figure 20). 

On the plateau between Anahim Lake and the Fraser River, Puntzi Lake was 

a major junction for trails. They reached the lake from Bella Coola, 

Kluskus Lakes, the mouth of the Quesnel River, the Chilcotin River 

(Dawson 1877:map), and from Bute Inlet (Palmer 1863:21). 

The Klinaklini River provided Chilcotin Indians access to the head of 

Knight Inlet (Farrand 1900:3). The mouth of the Klinaklini River may 

have been second in importance only to the Nass River as a site for the 

production of eulachon oil. In 1859, William Downie "saw plenty of 

upland Indians who came down here to trade for grease" (Downie 

1893:240). The route must have been very difficult as the Indians told 

Downie that it took a month and a half to travel between their country 

and Knight Inlet (Figure 19). 

Chilcotin Indians also travelled from Tatlayoko Lake along the east side 

of the Homathko River to the head of Bute Inlet (Colonial Office 

1864:map, Poudrier 1891:281-284). In 1861, William Downie observed that 

"the back country Indians come down to the coast by this river for the 

purpose of obtaining salmon" (Downie 1893:253). A couple of years 
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later, Frederick Saunders met Chilcotin Indians eight kilometers from 

the mouth of the Homathko River (Saunders in Shanks 1975:40) [Figure 

19). 

The Southgate River offered the Chilcotin people a third access corridor 

to the coast. The trail led from the head of Franklin Arm on Chilco 

Lake over a high pass to the headwaters of the Southgate River (Poudrier 

1890:map). In 1822, the Hudson's Bay Company trader, George McDougall, 

reported that "at the extremity of this Lake of theirs (Chilco Lake) 

they cross over a Mountain, which portage takes them from 5 to 6 days 

light, where they fall upon a River Running in a Southerly direction and 

- -said to empty itself into the Sea." (McDougall, Fort Chilcotin 

typescript:!) [Figure 19). 

In 1861, William Downie met coast Indians at Bute Inlet who told him 

that interior Indians sometimes came down the Southgate River (Downie 

1893:259). Thirty· years later, Poudrier confirmed this: "The Chilco 

Lake Indians often trade at Bute Inlet, crossing the high range of 

mountains of the Southgate River," (Poudrier 1891:293), The great 

network of Indian trade trails was disappearing by the time surveyors 

began systematically to map the country. The Canadian Pacific Railway 

surveyor, Marcus Smith, reported in 1875: 

This part of the country is said to have been once 
thickly populated with Indians, which is probable, as 
it abounds in game and fish; there is now little 
trace of them but their graves (1875:123). 
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Three years later, geologist George Dawson commented on the condition of 

the trail that Mackenzie had followed: 

Like all other Indian trails in the northern part of 
British Columbia, since the great reduction of the 
Indian_population by smallpox, it has become in many 
places much encumbered with windfall (1878:20). 

Some decades later Swannell wrote: 

In ever defile in the welter of mountains to the 
north we were struck with the amount of old Indian 
hacking, hardly any of it newer than 60 years. In 
Mackenzie's day the "Stick" Indians were likely ten 
times as numerous as now, smallpox about 1865 
probably accounting for their disappearance, 
(1926:6). 

Aboriginal Trade Networks 

Indian trade often took place at important fishing sites where many 

people seasonally congregated. One of the largest centres for trade was 

at the spring eulachon fishery near the mouth of the Nass River. Every 

spring Haida, Tlingit, Tsimshian, Nishga, Gitksan, and sometimes 

Carrier people gathered there to obtain eulachon oil, dried eulachons, 

and to_ trade furs, canoes, seafood, and slaves. 

The journal of John Work, a Hudson's Bay Company trader at Fort Simpson, 

gives an impression of the number of coast Indians returning from the 

Nass River eulachon fishery in in 1835: 

"May 24. 
Nass. 

A few canoes of Indians arrived from the 
~ 

"May 28. A party of about a dozen canoes of 
Cunshewa Queen Charlotte Island Indians stopped here 
on their way going home from thee Nass. 
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"June 4. In the forenoon 13 Canoes of Indians 
belonging to this place arrived from the Nass and 
encamped a little distance from the fort. In the 
afternoon 19 Canoes some of them very large, of 
Masset Indians arrived from Queen Charlotte's Island. 

"June 5. 91 Canoes of the Indians belonging to this 
place arrived from Nass during the day. 

"June 6. 94 Canoes more of the people of this place 
arrived from Nass during the day. 

"June 7. The Indians still coming from the Nass. 
Upwards of 100 Canoes arrived during the day. 

"June 8. As many canoes arrived from Nass today as 
yesterday. 

"June 9. About 50 more canoes arrived from Nass. 

"June 11. The Indians continue still arriving from 
the Nass, about 60 more canoes came today. 

"June 12. Several more of the Pearl Harbour Indians, 
at least 60 Canoes arrived from the Nass. 

"June 18. This is the first day that no canoes have 
been arriving from Nass for a length of time back." 
(Work 1945:444-52) 

Hundreds of Indians also trekked over the grease trails to return to 

their homes on the Skeena River. Kitwancool, the only large settlement 

on the Grease Trail to the upper Skeena River, was a trade centre that 

specialized in eulachon oil. The Canadian Pacific Railway surveyor 

Charles Horetsky what he observed at Kitwancool in January 1873: 

For the last ten days this village had been the 
place of barter between the Nass Indians and those of 
the interior. The former had carried up grease to 
the extent of many hundred boxes, which they had 
exchanged with the Skeena Indians for blankets and 
other articles. Their business being satisfactorily 
arranged, they wound up by a big "spree," in which, 
liquor being wanting, they feasted on dried salomon 
and grease, and danced themselves into a state of 
prostration from which they are only now recovering 
(Horetsky 1874:120). 



Poudrier corroborated Horetsky's observation about Kitwancool's role as 

a trade centre: 

This is a kind of market town, where the oolachen 
grease is taken from the Lower Nass and sold to 
tribes of the interior, who have to pay very dearly 
for this highly prized luxery. It would be hard to 
estimate the quantity of the article imported to this 
spot, but the hundreds of boxes seen by us show well 
the great extent of the trade (Poudrier 1892:369). 

The Gitksan Indians who lived at the junction of the Bulkley River and 

Skeena River were middlemen in trade with the Carriers of the plateau 

and the Tsimshians of the coast. Between 1836 and 1850, the coast 

Indians instituted an annual trade fair at the mouth of the Bulkley 

River in a bid ~o circumvent the middlemen, and they were successful for 

a few years (Jenness 1943:478, Garfield 1950;Morice 1906:209). 

Mackenzie met Carrier Indians on their way to trade furs and moose hides 

to coast Indians (Mackenzie 1971:310). He believed these people were 

going to Bella Coola, but they eventually informed him they were going 

to Salmon House Falls. Had they intended to go all the way to Kimsquit, 

they would have chosen a different route. They would have taken the 

trail around the north end of Sigutlat Lake in order to avoid the canyon 

in which the Salmon House was situated. Horetsky described the short 

trail that joined the Salmon House with the main Kimsquit trail: 

Northward, in rear of the house, the Indian trail 
ascends a steep and dangerous rock slide, and 
speedily attains an altitude of 3,000 feet above sea 
level (Horetsky 1975:144). 
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Salmon House Falls, some 55 kilometers from the mouth of the Dean River, 

was probably a trade centre every summer. Its role in Indian trade was 

likely similar to that of the fishing site at the mouth of the Tahltan 

River on the Stikine River. At Tanya Lake, Mackenzie met coast Indians 

from Kimsquit who wanted him to "continue my route by their houses" 

(Mackenzie 1971:313). But Mackenzie's Carrier guide convinced him that 

the route to the sea was shorter by way of Bella Coola. Consequently, 

the explorer went over the mountains to Bella Coola; and the Carrier 

Indians continued on their way to Salmon House Falls with their furs and 

moose hides. 

The mouths of rivers with eulachon runs - the Nass, Kitimat, Kemano, 

Kitlope, Dean, Bella Coola, and Klinaklini - were important places for 

trade. The trails from the interior to these places were the famous 

grease trails. However, many more coast Indians than interior Indians 

gathered at the eulachon fisheries (see Figure 19, 20 and 21). 

The villages near the mouth of the Bella Coola River were locations for 

trade between the Bella Coola Indians and those of the outer coast. 

Alexander Mackenzie met "inhabitants of the islands" who were at Bella 

Coola to trade cedar bark mats, fish eggs (probably dried herring eggs), 

copper, iron, and shell beads for roasted salmon, hemlock bark cakes, 

dried salmon eggs, sorrel, and bitter berries (soap berries), (Mackenzie 

1971:359). 



Trade undoubtedly took place at important f iahing places throughout the 

interior during the summer, In winter dried salmon stored at 

settlements near dependable fishing sites became resources to which 

Indians with less certain salmon runs sometimes travelled for relief 

from famine (Connolly Fort Chilcotin typescript:5, Harmon, 1957:134, 

155,172). 

Some Indian villages at which many trails converged were also important 

centres for trade. The most notable example was Gitenmax at the mouth 

of the Bulkley River. On the other hand, little trade took place at 

Tezli, Kluskus Lakes or Ulkatcho, all locales where a number of trails 

converged, which seem to have been unimportant until the fur trade 

period (Donahue, 1973:170; 1978). 

The Bella Coola Trail 

The Bella Coola Trail stretched some 300 kilometers from the confluence 

of the Blackwater and Fraser Rivers to the mouth of the Bella Coola 

River. From the Fraser River, the trail followed the Blackwater River 

to Tsetzi Lake and then climbed over the Ilgachuz Mountains to Anahim 

Lake. Two trails led from Anahim Lake to Bella Coola: a summer trail 

and a winter trail. The summer trail traversed the southern slopes of 

the Rainbow Range, and descended to the Bella Coola River just east of 

the mouth of the Noosqulch River. The winter trail followed the 

Hotnarko River and Atnarko River to the Bella Coola River at Stuie. 



Both a summer trail and a ¥inter trail were needed if convenient travel 

was to be possible year round between Bella Coola and the interior. In 

winter, deep snow and severe weather inhibited travel at high 

elevations, although it did not stop it entirely (Dawson 1878:33). In 

summer, freshets in side streams restricted travel in the valleys, as 

Barsnton learned in June 1861 on one of the first recorded trips to 

Bella Coola after Mackenzie's visit: 

The cause of our horses being left was partially the 
desertion of the guide but more particularly the 
swollen state of the streams or rather mountain 
torrents running into the Balla Koolah River. These 
streams are narrow and shallow but at high water the 
bed being filled with boulders and the water rushing 
over them with great velocity the crossing becomes 
dangerous (Barnston 1861). 

In winter, the Indians walked between Bella Coola and Anahim Lake 

frequently over the winter trail, even without snowshoes (Venables in 

Barrett-Lennard 1862:213). 

The Bella Coola Indians had a myth about the origin of the winter trail 

which illustrated their close relationship with the interior Indians. 

Briefly, the myth is as follows: 

In the beginning, Waiqaaii came to earth on the top 
of Mount Nuya near Stuie. He slid down the 
mountain, clearing a smooth track that can be seen 
to this day. After building a house of evergreen 
boughs in the valley, he felt lonely and wanted to 
be married. He set off up the valley to see if 
anyone lived above his. On the way he met some 
individuals who alternately assumed the form of 
wolves and men. He told them that he was seeking a 
wife, and they agreed to help him. They took him to 
the home of a man and woman who had landed from 
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above on Mount Tcinisi in the Carrier country. The 
couple had a daughter, and they consented to her 
marriage to Waiqaii. After the marriage ceremony at 
which the wolf-men sang a song, Waiqaii set.out for 
Stuie with his bride. She went ahead to break a 
track through the forest, and for this she received 
the name "Stick Breaker." Had she not cleared this 
path there would have been no communication between 
the Carriers and the Bella Coola (Mcilwraith 
1948:307). 

The trail over the Ilgachuz Range between Anahim Lake and the Blackwater 

River rose to 1500 meters elevation, but it was free of snow earlier in 

the year than the Stlllllller trail which rose to a similar elevation but was 

farther west. Dawson made the observation in July 1876: 

Saw little snow to-day, even when travelling at a 
high altitude in the morning, a fact showing that 
the influence of the coast range in causing great 
precipitation diminishes very rapidly eastward. This 
we afterwards found still more markedly on the Il-ga­
chuz Range, where the limit of sturdy growth of 
trees is considerably higher, and the vegetation not 
so arctic (Dawson 1878:35). 

Mackenzie did not mention it on the lower part of the river, but after 

he was put ashore just above the Nusatsum River he found a well-beaten 

trail to a point opposite the mouth of the Noosqulch River. Between the 

Noosqulch River and Burnt Bridge Creek the trail "was well beaten" 

(Mackenzie 1971:362). 

In 1861, John Barnston travelled from Friendly Village (Nootleoch) at 
, 

the mouth of Burnt Bridge Creek to Rascal's Village (Koomkootz) near the 

mouth of the Bella Coola River and back by canoe. He reported: 

The trail between the two villages we 
informed by the Indians was good. (Barnston 
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The following year, LieutenaQt Palmer formed a different opinion of the 

trail: 

An· Indian trail of the rudest description winds up 
the valley, usually following the river in all its 
sinuositie, and also offering great impediments to 
travel. It was found impracticable to pack the 
horses over this section on account of the extreme 
narrowness and frequently miry nature of the trail, 
the fallen timber, the absence of bridges, etc, and 
the baggage was transported as far as Shtooiht in a 
canoe (Palmer 1863:11). 

The trail which Mackenzie followed between the Fraser River and Tanya 

Lakes was primarily a highway to the salmon fishing sites on the Fraser 

River and the Dean River with great numbers of people travelling over it 

each summer. 

While at Eliguk Lake, 25 kilometers west of Tsetzi Lake, Mackenzie 

acquired a guide who apparently contemplated leading him across country 

to intercept the trail to Bella Coola: 

Our guide informed me that there is a short cut 
across the mountains, but as there was no trace of a 
road, and it would shorten our journey but one day, 
he should prefer the beaten way (Mackenzie 
1971:306). 

However, the beaten way led to the salmon fishing site at Salmon House 

Falls on the Dean River, not to Bella Coola. Consequently, at Tanya 

Lakes, Mackenzie had to leave the beaten path and the guide from Eliguk 

Lake turned back and headed home. Mackenzie's new guides were Bella 

Coola Indians. 
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Mackenzie wrote in his journal: "We now entered the woods," suggesting 

that there 

1971:314). 

was no longer a trail, 

The Indian guides led 

or only a faint one (Mackenzie 

the explorer up Kohasganko Creek 

and over a p~ss at the southern extremity of Mackenzie Valley where the 

Tweedsmuir Trail was built in 1937 (Bishop 1925:F98). They probably 

did not swing west to Mackenzie Pass or Sitkatapa Lake as has been 

believed. 

At the top of the pass "Our way was now nearly level", 

description of the southern pass than of Mackenzie Pass 

a better 

(Mackenzie 

1971:315). As for the "large pond, on whose bank we found a tomb," 

Sitkatapa Lake is only one candidate among many in the vicinity. 

At the brink of the canyon of Burnt Bridge Creek, "our guides discovered 

the river to us, and a village on its banks" (Mackenzie 1971:317). From 

the ridge below Sitkatapa Lake, this would not have been possible; the 

line of sight would have been obstructed by a ridge jutting out from the 

west. Besides, if Mackenzie had come down the mountain from Sitkatapa 

Lake, he would have crossed two tributaries to get to the east side of 

Burnt Bridge Creek. He crossed only one, "the one which was to the 

left" (Mackenzie 1970:359). On his return journey, on the same route, 

he again crossed only one tributary (Mackenzie 1971:378). 

The route that Mackenzie travelled between Tanya Lakes and the mouth of 

Burnt Bridge Creek was direct, but remarkably difficult. On the return 

120 



journey, 

we saw the mountain towering above, and apparently 
of impracticable ascent •••• The fatigue of ascending 
these precipices I shall not attempt to describe, and 
it was past five when we arrived at a spot where we 
could get water, and in such an extremi.ty of 
weariness, that it was with great pain any of us 
could crawl about to gather wood for the necessary 
purpose of making a fire (Mackenzie 1971:378). 

The trail that Mackenzie used has been called a grease trail. Yet there 

appears to be only one authoritative reference to eulachon grease being 

carried over it. The reference is in a summary appended to a report by 

Franz Boas. It stated: 

This is commonly known to the Tinneh (Carriers) of 
the Interior as the "grease trail," from the fact 
that the chief article of value received from the 
coast was in early times the oil of the olachen, or 
candlefish, although dentalium shells were brought 
in (Boas 1891:408). 

Perhaps the appellation "moose hide trail" would have been more apt than 

a "grease trail". While still at the Fraser River at the east end of 

the trail, Mackenzie met an Indian with a moose hide destined for 

coastal trade (Lamb 1970:334). Later, he joined a group of Indians 

carrying moose hides and furs toward the coast for trade. He was told 

that the coast Indians traded the furs to the white men, but kept the 

moose hide for themselves. 

Obsidian was found in the Rainbow Range just south of the trail, 

particularly in the vicinity of Anahim Peak. The surveyor R.P. Bishop 
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described Anahim Peak and its importance to the Indians: 

Between the Tsi-tsutl and Ilgachuz, a few miles to 
the west of the Dean River, stands the great landmark 
of the district, Anahim Peak, called Beece by the 
Indians. This remarkable hill is also of volcanic 
origin, and is noted for the fact that the glass-like 
mineral obsidian is found in considerable quantities 
on it. Prior to the advent of the white man the 
Indians from far and near were in the habit of 
repairing here for supplies of this mineral for the 
manufacture of the arrow-heads and cutting 
instruments (Bishop 1914:D51). 

Bishop's colleague, John Davidson added: 

They have told me that a piece of this stone large 
enough to make one arrow-head was worth six beaver­
skins in trade, and that many raids were made by men 
of other tribes to obtain a supply of this rock, and 
that frequent fights took place over its possession 
(Davidson 1926:D51). 

Davidson even found an obsidian-tipped arrow near the base of Anahim 

Peak. 

While climbing back to the top of Tsitsutle, along 
the toe of the big snow-bank, at an elevation of 
about t,UUO feet above sea-level, I found a stone­
tipped arrow. Judging from its position when found, 
lying in a tiny trickle of water at the edge of the 
snow, I believe that it has layed buried in the snow 
for a very long period and only thawed out this 
summer. The shaft is of cedar in excellent 
preservation and the head is secured to it by a 
sinuew lashing. Two sets of three quills were also 
attached to the shaft by sinew (Davidson 1926:D51). 

The surveyors made good use of Anahim Peak's singularity; 

On the extreme summit of the hill is a small cairn 
which appears to be of superstitious origin; 
according to the Indians each person who climbs the 
peak having to add a stone to the cairn to propitiate 
the spirits of the place. The cairn was visible 
through the large telescope for some twenty-five 
miles, and was of great use as a monument for 
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triangulation purposes, evoking a 
the part of the topographer that 
requiring shrines of this sort would 
abode on all peaks suitable for 
(Bishop 1914:D335). 

fervent wish ·on 
other spirits 

take up their 
triangulation" 

Eventually, the truth was revealed about .the carin on Anahim Peak. 

In running out the 53rd parallel some years ago I 
have taken sights on to a small object on the summit 
of Anahim Peak, said by Capoose, a local Indian, to 
consist of rocks piled up as votive offering by 
generations of obsidian hunters. This spring I 
received a message from Mr. Merston, who was working 
in the neighbourhood, to the effect that there was a 
monument on the summit of the peak, so I decided 
not to visit the spot until the close of the 
season, and continued to take sights on the 
"monument" from adjoining peaks. When I eventually 
got there and found that the object which we had all 
taken for a cairn was nothing but a bush, the joke 
took a good deal of explaining away. Capoose, 
when tackled on the subject later, admitted that he 
had never been there himself but had got his 
information from his grandfather (Bishop 1925:FIOO). 

In fact, no bedrock obsidian has been found on Anahim Peak, 

although nodules of obsidian, probably glacially deposited, have been 

discovered. There are also abundant nodules of obsidian in glacial 

deposits elsewhere on the eastern slopes of the Rainbow Range; and a 

reconnaisance survey in 1976 found evidence of aboriginal quarrying in 

these deposits (Apland 1979:14,23). There is also evidence of 

aboriginal chipping of obsidian nodules on the westernmost ridge of 

the Rainbow Range near the headwaters of Burnt Bridge Creek (Apland 

1979:28). 
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The westward expanding Eurocanadian fur trade industry followed the 

trails first established by the native people. Successful use of these 

routes and acquisition of furs was of ten dependant on the trader's 

ability to communicate with native people. Alexander Mackenzie 

possessed such an expertise. In his early years he had been well 

trained for the life of a fur trader with teachers as varied as 

merchants, scholars, and fur traders of the hardiest stock. The 

following chapter has been prepared to provide, in general terms, an 

introduction to the development of the fur trade in west central British 

Columbia. In more specific terms it provides a biographical sketch of 

Alexander Mackenzie, and reviews his capabilities in his role as 

explorer. 
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Sir Alexander Mackenzie 

The New World Fur Trade Economy 

Until the -- middle of the eighteenth century, both France and Great 

Britian claimed large tracts of territory in eastern North America, in 

order to exploit the seemingly unlimited fur resources of this region 

(Innis 1956:42). The French operated westwards from Montreal on the St. 

Lawrence River, supposedly with short term charters granted to 

individual merchants by the Crown (Innis 1956:38-40), (Vandiveer 

1929:29). On the other hand, British interests were originally 

concentrated upon Hudson's Bay, with a royal charter granted to "The 

Company of Adventurers of England Trading into Hudson's Bay" in 1670 

(Innis 1956:119-120). 

At first, the British were content to built factories on the shores of 

the Bay, and to wait for native middle-men to bring pelts from the 

Interior. The Hudson's Bay men thought their fur-acquisition hinterland 

lay so far west of the French traders' explorations, and believed so 

strongly in the sanctity of their charter, that Indians would have to 

trade along their lines or not at all (Lamb 1970: 71). They soon 

had to modify this notion after the establishment of French forts on 

"their" Bay, and attacks upon the Hudson's Bay posts themselves, which 

did not cease until the Treaty of Utrecht was signed in 1713 (Innis 

1956:84). 
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Although the Hudsons Bay Company in the north had apparently stymied 

French imperial ambitions, the French traders from Montreal had 

established the utility of the Grand Portage route to the west from Lake 

Superior by the early eighteenth century (Innis 1956:89, and Morse 

1969:75). Consequently, French traders were able to penetrate far into 

Rupert's Land, intercepting a good deal of the furs that the Bay men 

expected would come down to them (Lamb 1970:65); 

French rule in North America ended with the Peace of Paris (1763) but in 

fact the officially sanctioned fur trade in New France had been in 

considerable disarray for many years (Vandiveer 1929:47). During the 

campaigns of the Seven Years' War (1756-1763), the western trading posts 

of the French had been neglected and as a consequence, offered an 

opportunity for the free traders of Montreal (primarily French), Boston 

and New York to move in (Lamb 1970:69). At the same time, the 

Hudson's Bay Company reestablished their hegemony over the forts on the 

Bay and settled in to await the arrival of the Indian trappers and their 

furs. 

During this time competition among the free traders was at least brisk 

(Innis 1956:212, Lamb 1970:5 and Smith 1973:21). The Bay men hoped that 

the Montrealers' overhead costs were so much greater, owing to their 

long transportation routes, that correspondingly smaller profit margins 

would put an end to encroachment upon Rupert's Land. 
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When the Montrealers realized that all of the competition was occurring 

only between free traders, some resolved to form themselves into a 

loosely-organized company, most familiarly known today as the North West 

(Fur) Company. Comprised mainly of Scots and American traders, whose 

nucleus coalesced in 1775 (Innis 1956:195), the 23 principal 

shareholders or parteners recognized that "Canada was full of French 

voyageurs, whom the English conquest and the failure of French trading 

companies had thrown out of employment" (Vandiveer 1929:120), and 

resolved to make these tough woodsmen the core of the new Company's 

personnel. 

The North West Company made the trading strategy pioneered by the French 

and free traders the critical policy of their developing success. The 

loosely affiliated coalition of previously antagonistic trading partners 

engaged in spirited and sometimes violent competition with other 

independent traders, as o_ften as not simply absorbing the offending 

competition into the partnership (Smith 1973:39). It was such a 

conflict that brought the firm of Gregory, McLeod & Company, with its 

junior agent Alexander Mackenzie, into the Company as partners during 

1787 (Smith 1973:40). 

Another essential aspect of their policy involved the posting of 

'wintering partners' to the distant trading areas-up country, the ·~ 

d'en haut' -- --· for the trapping season. They were responsible for 

transporting the winter's gains to meet the Montreal boats and the 

Company's senior shareholders at the Grand Portage (Vandiveer 1929:121). 
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In this way, the North West men were able to penetrate far to the 

northwest, supplying posts in the Saskatchewan, Churchill, and Peace 

River basins, and eventually in British Columbia and Oregon Territory as 

well. 

Perspective on the Two Fur Trades 

In the latter half of the eigthteenth century, there were two 

distinctive types of fur trading between Europeans and Indians in North 

America. The senior of the two was the land-based fur trade, and dates 

from the earliest attempts at colonial exploitation in the New World by 

the French. The other was the maritime fur trade, and dates from 1778, 

although its roots went much deeper than that. 

The Maritime Fur Trade 

The beginning of this aspect of the fur trade dates from James Cook's 

voyage of exploration to the Northwest Coast of North America in 1778 

(Lavender 1956:17-18, and Fisher 1977:2). It was characterized by the 

trader's reliance on seaborne access to the native inhabitants of the 

Pacific Coast of Canada and Alaska, and a predominant, though not 

exclusive, focus upon sea otter pelts as the primary object of exchange. 

It owed its origins to a demand for sea otter pelts in China, which had 

been largely pioneered and fulfilled by Russian traders working their 

way into the Aleutian Islands from Siberia (Robinson 1983:165-166). The 

maritime trade was not organized on a strictly back and forth basis like 

the land trade, but the traders' profits were predicated upon obtaining 
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high value cargoes in China, such as tea, silk, and fine porcelains, all 

of which were in high demand in New England and Europe (Robinson 

1983:178). TI!is triangular trading arrangement, circulating 

manufactured_ goods from Europe to the Indians of the coast, sea otter 

and other products to the great trading port of Canton, and valuable 

Chinese goods back to the traders' home port, remained relatively 

constant from its commencement in 1785 until 1840. (Robinson 1983:162). 

From the beginning, this was a trade in which British and other European 

mariners were at a marked disadvantage vis-a-vis their American 

counterparts. TI!e concessions granted to the East India Company 

permitted them to restrict trading by non-affiliated British vessels in 

China; thus,· while a trader might obtain permission, purchase trading 

licenses, and occasionally even post a bond in order to bring sea otter 

pelts to Canton, the provisions of the East India charter stipulated 

that he not reinvest his fur profits by purchasing oriental goods for 

resale in Britain (Robinson 1983:174). As if this was not enough of a 

handicap, the same provisions were enacted by the South Seas Company, 

which required British mariners to obtain licenses even to trade to the 

Northwest Coast (Robinson 1983:175). Similarly, the Russians, who 

developed the sea otter trade in the first place (Lavender 1956:12-13), 

and the Spanish who pioneered exploration of the Pacific Coast (Fisher 

1977:1-2), were not permitted to utilize Chinese harbours. The former 

traded via an awkward land route through the desert frontier between 

Siberia and Mongolia, while the latter occasionally made transhipments 
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to Canton and other Chinese centres through the Portugese port of Manila 

(Robinson 1983:172). 

The Yankee traders from Salem and Boston faced no such restrictions; as 

citizens of an independent mercantile nation with a strong maritime 

tradition and diversified manufacturing capabilities, the Americans were 

able to claim something close to half of the entire trade over the years 

(Robinson 1983:175-176). However, trading restrictions notwithstanding, 

the British merchants were always a significant component of the trade 

to the Pacific coast, for the profit margins were so high that 

many traders would pay the extortionate fees required by the East India 

and South Seas Companies, or simply sail surreptitiously onto the scene 

in early examples of "flags of convenience" ships -usually of Austrian 

or Portugese registry (Robinson 1983:175). The first dedicated trading 

voyage was made by James Hanna in the Sea Otter in 1785; there is some 

evidence that Hanna was working for the East India Company (Robinson 

1983:169), whose shareholders were not unmindful of the windfall profits 

to be made from the sea otter trade. 

In contrast to the situation of the land-based fur trade, there is 

evidence to suggest that it was not the traders, but the Indians of the 

Northwest Coast who set the standard of exchange from an early date 

(Fisher 1977:8-9). The inhabitants of the Coast had long been 

integrated into an aboriginal trading network that involved much of the 

Pacific Northwest. Since limited knowledge of the coastline forced the 
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traders to concentrate their efforts on a few well-known harbours (to 

the delight of the native residents there), certain groups were able not 

only to amass early wealth as the original trading agents for the 

sailors, but eventually to extend their influence coastwise and inland 

to consolidate their positions as middlemen between the white traders 

and the native trappers (Fisher 1977:11-12). By preventing competing 

groups from trading directly with the Europeans or Americans, and 

actively discouraging the latter from seeking alternate trading sites, 

competition was effectively minimized and prices for the pelts held at a 

premium. 

The Land-Based Fur Trade 

The land-based fur trade was pioneered by the French at the beginning of 

the seventeenth century. Competition with the British (and for a while 

the Dutch) commenced soon after, but despite attempts by the British to 

limit French westward expansion, it was French government meddling in 

colonial affairs that ultimately defeated the French traders in the New 

World. Before this occurred, however, they established the familiar 

mechanisms and strategies of the land-based fur trade of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. 

Contrasting sharply with the circumstances of the maritime trade, the 

most important characteristics of the land-based trade were the reliance 

upon a diverse range of animal products, the exceedingly long overland 
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distances through which lines of trade were maintained, and the extent 

to which the white traders were forced by environmental constraints to 

adopt many aspects of aboriginal life. The essential economy of the 

system was trade of manufactured goods from Europe (usually England 

after 1763) for pelts from native trappers. The vital component of this 

trade was the beaver, ~nd the Europeans regarded this animal as the 

standard medium of exchange by which all other values were assessed 

The temporal range of this trade dwarfs the maritime aspects by a very 

considerable margin; the seaward trade to the Pacific coast was over by 

1845, a period of just 50 years during which the sea otter was 

practically exterminated (Robinson 1983:163). By comparison, the 

traditional land-based fur trade was undertaken in North America from 

1599 in New France to the 1820's in the Northwest Territories for more 

than 300 years, and it continues in a limited manner today. The 

extraordinary 'value-added' profit margins possible to the seaward 

traders contributed largely to its historical noteworthiness vis !! vis 

the more stable land trade from the east. The Hudsods Bay Company on 

the shores of the Bay assessed that their greatest overhead costs 

originated with the staggering distances necessary to take the trade to 

the Indians. However, the French before 1760 and later, the free 

traders, who were cut off from the Hudson's Bay by treaties or 

monopolistic concessions which had been enacted for that very purpose, 

recognized that the only way to get at untapped fur resources was to 
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push further and further inland while the Hudson's Bay men awaited trade 

in their factories. 

Nevertheless, the Bay men did not regard seriously the competition from 

the free traders, trusting that the overhead costs would eventually 

discourage the Montrealers from encroachment into their domain. It was 

not until 1774 that the Hudson's Bay Company established its first 

inland post, at Cumberland House on the Saskatchewan River (Richards 

1969:9), even though their agents had been trading inland since the 

1760's (Kaye Lamb footnote 1 in Lamb 1970: 71). With the 

organization of the first tentative pedlars' partnerships in 1775, 

followed by the North West Company partnership of 1779, the Hudson's Bay 

Company faced its first serious competition. The next 35 years saw more 

inland posts constructed by all parties than the previous 200, as the 

traders rushed to established prior claim to the best locations 

(Richards 1969:9). 

Although anthropological and historical opinions diverge, it may 

generally be said that while the maritime fur trade minimally affected 

the structure of the native societies it touched (Fisher 1977:20-21), 

the land-based fur trade led to a profound change in aboriginal 

lifestyles, social structures, and land use (Fisher 1977). Native 

societies in early contact with traders from the east were able to 

obtain weapons and assume military superiority over those groups not so 

fortunately situated; in this way many tribes were able to expand their 

133 



territory and influence. Traditional lifestyles were modified to suit 

the demands of fur trapping. Although animals were hunted and their 

pelts prepared during the winter months, subsistence activities during 

the summer could easily be disrupted, especially when the Hudson~s Bay 

Company held dominion over all of Rupert's Land and consequently forced 

native trappers to travel long distances to the factories to trade. 

Unlike in the maritime fur trade, in the land based system it was the 

traders, and not the trappers, who set the standards of exchange (but 

cf. Fisher 1977:34). Of course, on occasion Indian trappers were 

capable of certain routine tricks of the trade, and the presence of 

competing traders in the same region naturally enhanced the trappers' 

advantages. It was this sort of unprofitable competition which gave 

rise to the North West Company from a consortium of Montrealers in 1779. 

The North West Company 

The concept of a 'North West Company' as the first organized attempt to 

compete with the Hudson~ Bay Company on its own terms, appears to have 

evolved around 1775 (Innis 1956:194); although it was not until 1793 

that the name was first used in any official capacity. The North West 

Company's origins are concurrent with the first move of the Hudson~ Bay 

Company inland to Cumberland House, although independents and French 

traders had established forts on the Saskatchewan long before this 

(Richards 1969:9). 

134 



Cut off from access to their trading hinterland by the Bay men, and soon 

to be forced out of the Great Lakes posts by the Treaty of Versailles 

(1783), the "Nor'Westers" were forced to rely on the trading posts of 

the interior, This apparent disadvantage was mitigated to some extent 

by Montrealer Simon McTavish's inspiration of ordering special junior 

trading agents to overwinter at the inland forts and trade throughout 

the season, then transport the year's catch to a great meeting of the 

Company at Grand Portage (Lamb 1970:6), 

The new North West Company was soon enjoying a most lucrative trade but 

its real ambition was to obtain a royal charter like that granted the 

Hudson's Bay Company, with monopolistic concessions in the fur country 

"west" of Rupert's Land, Lamb writes: 

Even in its early days the North West Company was 
both powerful and ambitious ••• It was ever anxious 
both to expand its operations and, after the pattern 
of the Hudson's Bay Company, to secure monopoly 
rights that would give it the exclusive use of 
certain travel routes and sole rights in its richest 
trading areas. To expand it would be necessary to 
explore, and the Company hoped that exploration, 
which could be linked with an extension of British 
sovereignty, might win it support and concessions 
from the British Government (Lamb 1970:7), 

Their policy of prosecuting vigourous exploration of new territories 

paid off as early as 1778, when American partner Peter Pond crossed the 

Methye Portage from the headwaters of the Churchill River system onto 

the Clearwater River of the Athabasca system, leading to construction of 

the "The Old Establishment" or Fort Athabasca on that river soon after 

(Smith 1973:50). 

135 



On the issue of exploration, the experience of the North West Company 

sharply differed from that of the Hudson's Bay Company. Although the 

senior company sent out experienced practical surveyors like Samuel 

Hearne and Peter Fiddler, it was the Nor'Westers with their more 

flexible chain of command that allowed epic, if frequently profitless 

journeys by Peter Pond, Alexander Mackenzie, David Thompson, and Simon 

Fraser to outline the geography of the Pacific Northwest as we know it 

today. 

Peter Pond's contributions to the above list of luminaries may seem odd 

in that he never set foot in the Pacific drainage, but it was his 

persistently aggressive expansionism and appreciation of the geography 

of North America that prompted Mackenzie's explorations (Smith 1973:56). 

Pond's misapprehensions of the proximity of the North Pacific coast to 

Athabasca via the mythical Cook's River (Lamb 1970:13), led him to 

speculate that there was an opportunity for the North West Company to 

obtain a share of the thriving sea otter trade (Lavender 1956:54). More 

practical reasoning suggested that a better argument for reaching the 

coast would be to supply the~ d'en haut (up-country) by sea from the 

Pacific slope instead of overland, thus neutralizing the inherent 

advantage of the Hudson's Bay Company with its shorter lines of 

communication, and consequent lower overheads (Smith 1973:61-62). 

The Hudson's Bay men were likewise charged with the responsibility of 

exploring their domain, but apart from epic journeys by Henry Kelsy, 
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Anthony Henday, and above all Samuel Hearne (Vandiveer 1929:112), had 

done little enough to extend the range of the Company's dealings. 

Mackenzie's Voyage in Historical Context 

Following the departure of Pond in 1788 (Smith 1973:57), Mackenzie took 

over the factorship of that remote outpost and set about construction of 

Fort Chipewyan (Lamb 1970:15). Barely a year after entering service 

with the North West Company, Mackenzie made preparations to follow up on 

Pond's geographical speculations in 1789. Whether or not he had 

official sanction from Montreal, as seems likely (Lamb 1970: 14-15), his 

explicit goal was to follow Peter Pond's hypothetical 'Cook's River' 

from its supposed outlet on Great Slave Lake to its mouth at the head of 

Cooks Inlet in southeastern Alaska (Mackenzie 1970:163, and Lamb 

1970:12). Of course, Cook's River did not exist, and to Mackenzie fell 

the unwanted distinction of discovering the Arctic river that now bears 

his name (Smith 1973:83 and Lavender 1956:56). 

Connecticut native John Ledyard must be given fair credit for the 

earliest intimation that an overland journey from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific was feasible or even necessary. A corporal of marines with 

James Cook's 1776 expedition to the Northwest Coast, Ledyard, like Cook, 

surmised that iron tools in the possession of the Indians there may have 

passed right across the continent via aboriginal trade routes (Lavender 

1956:19). Ledyard authored his own account of Cook's Third Voyage in 
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1783 (Lavender 1956:21). He actually proposed to travel from the 

Pacific coast eastward to the United States, and once even journeyed 

most of the way across Siberia before being apprehended and turned back 

by Russian authorities. Discouraged, he turned his hand to African 

exploration and died in Cairo in 1789 (Lavender 1956:22). Mackenzie 

never mentions Ledyard's book in his journals, but it is a certainty 

that even if his own imperial sympathies led him to reject or ignore the 

American's assertions, fellow Connecticut Yankee Peter Pond might not 

have been so sanguine. There is no reason to doubt that Pond's dreams 

of attaining the Pacific from the northwest were guided in part by 

Ledyard's treatise of 1783, as well as the official Admiralty report on 

Cook's Voyage in 1784 (Lamb 1970:10). 

In James Smith's biography of Alexander Mackenzie, much is made of 

Pond's considerable exertions to expand the North West Company's 

influence in the Athabasca-Peace region after his pioneering ventures in 

1778 (Smith 

superlatively 

partners in 

1973:52-58). 

pragmatic 

the North 

Although a poor geographer, Pond 

trader (Smith 1973:51). As one of the 

West Company, his consuming passion 

was a 

early 

for 

exploration in the Athabasca Department was not motivated by lust for 

glory, but profits. David Lavender has suggested that it was another 

founding Nor'Wester, Alexander Henry, who first broached the idea of 

founding Pacific depots to supply the interior in 1781 (1956:41), but 

Peter Pond must be credited with providing the impetus for attempting to 

bring this to fruition. Pond's obsession with a route to the Pacific 
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coast seems to have been spurred by his study of the reports of James 

Cook's Third Voyage of 1776. Lavender continues; 

Three years later during a trip to Montreal (i.e. 
1784), Peter Pond picked up a copy of Cook's Voyage, 
together with rumours of Ledyar's attempts to reach 
Nootka- _and work of the Russian thrust across the 
North Pacific. Tremendously excited, he became 
obsessed with the idea of capturing a share of the 
sea-otter trade to China with new supply lines to the 
interior. He even dropped hints ••• that Yankee ships 
and Yankee financing would be welcome ••• Nobody rose 
to the bait. The plans involved more cash than war 
impoverished American merchants could produce, more 
risk than the cautious North West partners were 
willing to take. Disconsolately, Pond went back to 
the wilds to ask more questions of the Indians, to 
draw more speculative maps on birch bark, to corral 
whoever who would listen and then talk the long 
nights through in his bombastic, arrogant, 
electifying way (1956:54-55). 

As early as 1784 Pond had condensed geographical knowledge obtained from 

native informants onto his now famous maps of the Northwest (Smith 

1973:53). In so doing he correctly deduced the existence and probable 

course of the Mackenzie River to the Arctic Ocean. However, upon study 

of Cook's reports of a great river flowing into the Pacific at Cook's 

Inlet (in which Cook was in error), Pond jumped to the conclusion that 

the unknown river known to flow out of Great Slave Lake and the unknown 

river thought to flow into Cook Inlet were one and the same (Lamb 

1970:12). In part, this was due to Pond's limitations at longitudinal 

calculations, for he always believed that the Pacific Ocean was a few 

' 
days journey from his post near Lake Athabasca. Pond had determined the 

longitude of Lake Athabasca at about 132 degrees West, or the 

approximate location of Teslin Lake (Lamb 1970:13). 
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Notwithstanding his considerable excitement along these lines, Peter 

Pond never found time to followed up on his conviction and to travel 

down Cook's River. In 1787 young Alexander Mackenzie arrived at the 

fort on the Athabasca River to spend the winter with Pond. Curiously, 

while it is obvious today that Peter Pond was Mackenzie's mentor, if not 

the outright inspiration for his future journeys (Lamb 1970:12), the 

younger man could scarcely bring himself to credit Pond with 

accomplishing anything at all (Smith 1973:50). 

Recognizing that his preparations had been somewhat inadequate to the 

task at hand, Mackenzie went to England in 1791 and 1792 to acquire 

expertise in celestial navigation and review the literature on the 

history of North American exploration (Lamb 1970:19). While in London 

a Hudson's Bay Company trader named Peter Fidler had travelled up the 

South Saskatchewn River to the Rocky Mountains (Lavender 1968:41). 

Since Mackenzie should have learned through Peter Pond's dealings with 

Indian trapper-informants that the Peace River flowed northeastwards out 

of Fidler's 'Stony Mountains' to the west (Smith 1973:53), and was 

perhaps still misled by Pond's maps into believing that the Pacific lay 

but a short distance from Athabasca (Lamb 1970:13), Mackenzie resolved 

to set forth once more, this time travelling up the Peace River into the 

mountains. In 1792 he wintered at Fort Forks, a special post 

constructed near the confluence of the Smoky and Peace Rivers (Lamb 

1970:243). 
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Awaiting the onset of the spring at Fort Forks, Mackenzie had the 

opportunity of conversing with the Besver and Mountain Indians who came 

down to the post to trade. During January of 1793, he met a trapper, 

who; 

••• informed me, that there is another great river 
towards the mid-day sun, whose current runs in that 
direction, and that the distance from it is not great 
across the mountains (Mackenzie 1971:250). 

This Indian provided a remarkably detailed account of the route 

eventually followed up.the Peace River to the confluence of the Parsnip 

and Finlay Rivers, then down the Parsnip and over a short portage into 

the Pacific drainage (Mackenzie 1970:261). Lamb notes that this was 

perhaps Mackenzie's first notion of the existence of the Fraser River 

(Lamb footnote 3 to Mackenzie 1970:250). 

Mackenzie's biographers have never suggested that he was anything but a 

hard-headed trading partner in his service with the North West CompanY. 

James Smith gets to the crux of Mackenzie's explorations: 

The personal motive behind Mackenzie's two 
explorations was a strongly economic one. He wanted 
to find a navigable waterway to the Pacific coast so 
that trade goods could we freighted in bulk between 
Europe and the Northwest instead of being hauled at 
great expense in ninety-pound pieces over the many 
miles of wilderness waters between Montreal and Grand 
Portage and between that depot and all the interior 
posts. Long before most of his contemporaries did, 
Mackenzie clearly saw that a cheap supply route by 
sea was the basic strength of the Hudson's Bay 
Company, together with the fact that the main depots 
on the sea-Churchill Factory and York Factory- were 
farther north and west than Grand Portage. His years 
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in the counting house in Montreal had shown him that 
fur trading was financed by borrowing enormouns 
amounts of capital in the form of trade goods. His 
early years in the interior convinc.ed him how 
dangerous-if not insane-it was to expose this capital 
to the vargaries of rock and rapid (1973:61-62). 

Alexander Mackenzie - Pre-trip Biography 

Alexander Mackenzie was born to Kenneth Mackenzie and Isabella Mciver in 

the village of Stornoway, Isle of Lewis, in 1763 or 1764 (Lamb 1970:1-

2). The senior Mackenzies had two daughters, Sybilla and Margaret, and 

two sons, Alexander and Murdoch. The latter was lost at sea off the 

coast of Nova Scotia (Lamb 1970:2). His parents were by no means poor 

for they owned both a house in the village and a farm about three miles 

from Stornoway. 

When Kenneth Mackenzie's wife died, he decided to emigrate to the New 

World, taking residence in New York in 1774. Alexander, still a child, 

accompanied him. With the outbreak of the War of Independence in 1775, 

Kenneth Mackenzie, a loyalist became a lieutenant in the Kings's 

Royal Regiment of New York. He eventually succumbed to scurvy near 

Kingston, in 1780 (Lamb 1970:2-3). 

Alexander was left in the care of his father's sisters, who removed him 

from New York to Montreal, where he received some education. He spent 

two years in school at Montreal then in 1779 he entered the service of 

John Gregory, who was involved in the Montreal fur trade to the 

Saskatchewan (Lamb 1970:3). Gregory was at the time a partner of James 

Finlay, who had pioneered free trading on the Saskatchewan in 1760's. 

142 



In 1783 Finlay retired and John Gregory entered into a partnership with 

Normand McLeod (Lamb 1970:3). 

As a clerk ifl the counting house of John Gregory, the young Mackenzie 

had the opportunity to learn the realities of fur trade economics first 

hand. 

career; 

In his typically guarded prose he describes his choice of 

I was led, at an early period of life, by commercial 
views, to the country North-West of Lake Superior, in 
North America, and being endowed by Nature with an 
inquisitive mind and enterprising spirit; possessing 
also a constitution and frame of body equal to the 
most arduous undertakings, and being familiar with 
toilsome excertions in the prosecution of mercanti'le 
pursuits ••• (Lamb 1970:57). 

Mackenzie spent five years as a clerk and his diligence and intelligence 

obviously commended him to his employers, for in 1784 he was sent by 

Gregory, McLeod to conduct some business at Detroit (Lamb 1970:4). ll'hen 

the firm decided to enlarge its partnership, it admitted young Mackenzie 

on the condition he winter over in the northwest during 1785: 

••• without any solicitation on my part, (Gregory, 
McLeod) had procured an insertion in the agreement, 
that I should be admitted a partner in this business, 
on condition that I would proceed to the Indian 
country in the following spring, 1785 (Lamb 1970 
:78). 

The reason for Mackenzie's rapid rise to the status of a 'wintering 

partner' was the decision by Gregory, McLeod & Company to enter into 

competition with the newly-organized North West Company (Smith 1973:29). 

Mackenzie spent the next two winters in Gregory, McLeod's English River 
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Department at Ile-a-la-Crosse (Lamb 1970:11). It was a successful 

period for the firm, and "contrary to expectations, Gregory, McLeod & 

Company succeeded in offering the Nor'Westers spirited competition" 

(Lamb 1970:11). Perhaps too much so, for their agent John Ross died in 

a conflict with Nor'Wester Peter Pond at Athabasca. As a result of this 

crisis, in 1787 the North West Company partners decided to expand and 

take in the irksome Montrealers as new associates, to avoid awkward 

recriminations with the metropolitan government over the conduct of the 

Company's business up-country (Smith 1973:40). 

Thus, at the age of 24, Mackenzie found himself a partner in the North 

West Company, on his way to Athabasca to act as Peter Pond's second-in­

command for the season of 1787-1788 (Lamb 1970:12). 

Alexander Mackenzie and his Voyage to the Pacific 

Mackenzie as an Observer and Explorer 

Whether or not Mackenzie's second voyage of exploration was officially 

approved by Simon McTavish and the other senior North West Company 

partners in Canada may never be known. Certainly, his abortive journey 

of 1789 to the Arctic Ocean was scarcely acknowledged in the annual 

meetings at Grand Portage (Smith 1973:84), although the Company 

established three trading posts along the Mackenzie River in 1804 

(Atlas of Alberta 1969:44-45). Though the voyage up the Peace River 

planned for 1793 was known to be fraught with more unknown factors and 
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dangers than the trip of 1789, Mackenzie was quite optimistic of his 

abilities to lead a party to the Pacific Ocean via the unknown waterways 

across the mountains, and return in just three months. 

As the leader of a voyage of exploration, Mackenzie was expected to take 

altitudes and star shots so as to plot his latitude for the preparation 

of accurate maps; this he faithfully carried out, though not always 

entirely accurately, as weather permitted (Lamb 1970:20-21 and Mackenzie 

1970:272). Mackenzie's journal incorporates descriptions of geological, 

meteorological, biological, and cultural phenomena he observed along the 

way. While Mackenzie was unschooled in many of the above mentioned 

disciplines, a natural talent for reporting stood him in good stead for 

his journeys, even in the totally unfamiliar environments of the Fraser 

River drainage and Northwest Coast. As he writes in his own Preface: 

I have described whatever I saw with the impressions 
of the moment which presented it to me. 'Ibe 
successive circumstances of my progress are related 
without exaggeration or display. I have seldom 
allowed myself to wander into conjecture; and 
whenever conjecture has ben indulged, it will be 
found, I trust, to be accompanied with the temper of 
a man who is not disposed to think too highly of 
himself... (Lamb 1970:59). 

Mackenzie's unusual facility for handling the tempestuous and outspoken 

coureurs .!!£. bois commended him to his superiors. Certainly this talent 

received plenty of el'ercise during his trip to the Pacific. He noted 

that the first indications of discontent or defeatism were voiced in the 

Peace River canyon, only 12 days after departure (Lamb 1970:271). At 
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several other critical junctures, he wrote that cajolery, ultimata, 

pleas to vanity, and the odd tot of rumt were required to convince his 

long-suffering voyageurs to pick up their courage and paddle on 

(Lamb 1970:323-324, Lavender 1956:60, and Smith 1973:109). If 

these events as he reports them sometimes make Mackenzie seem a bit of a 

bully, more objective measure of the esteem in which he was beheld is 

illustrated by the fact that two of the voyageurs that accompanied him 

to the Arctic Ocean in 1789-Joseph Landry and Charles Ducette- again 

volunteered to follow him to the Pacific in 1793 (Lamb 1970:257).; 

Such confidence in his abilities was rewarded day after day by the most 

exhausting travel. Lamb quotes Swannell, who calculated Mackenzie's 

average daily march on the journey west as about 20 miles (32 km); on 

the lightly-burdened return voyage, the explorers average 25 miles on 

land (40 km) or 36 water miles (57 km) per day (Lamb 1970:22, citing 

Swannell 1959). J.B. Tyrrell was equally impressed with Mackenzie's 

travel, if not his method: 

••• he was a man of masterful temperament, and those 
who accompanied him, whether white men or natives, 
were merely so many instruments to be used in the 
accomplishment of any purpose which he had in mind 
(Tyrrell 1911:13). 

It is important to note that one of the finest accomplishments of 

Mackenzie the explorer, and practically unheard of in explorations of 

his time, is that he never lost a man accompanying him, and never 

occasioned the shedding of blood on either of his voyages (Lamb 

1970:52). 
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Mackenzie and the Indians 

In work on cross-cultural comparisons by North American fur traders, 

Saum has suggested that there is a direct relationship between the 

traders' perceptions of aboriginal cultures and the degree to which 

these cultures were integrated into the fur trade economy (1965:47). 

Thus, groups who did not take the trade seriously or otherwise proved to 

be poor trappers were regarded with the greatest exasperation by 

traders. Mackenzie was by no means innocent of these subjective 

appraisals, and was apt to draw unfavourable comparisions between the 

Cree Indians he met at Ile-a-la-Crosse, and the Chipewyan and other 

Athapascan groups he met at Fort Athabasca or Fort Chipewyan, or 

underway on his two voyages of exploration (Saum 1965:136). It will be 

recalled that Mackenzie was sufficiently impressed by the similarity of 

all the Athapascan languages he heard on his 1793 journey; Beaver, 

Mountain, Sekani, and Carrier, that he considered them all dialects of 

the Chipewyan with which he was already familiar (Mackenzie 1970:149). 

As a traveller in a completely unknown land, but one in which, as he was 

to discover, white men were not unknown even to the remotest tribes 

(Lamb 1970:287), Mackenzie was more dependent upon the solicitude 

of those groups he visited than he perhaps cared to admit. Native 

guides and informants were of critical significance and on at least two 

occasions he described having forcibly to restrain the departure of 

timourous or otherwise disinclined guides (Lamb 1970:331, 379). -
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There is no doubt that Mackenzie appreciated the services rendered by 

his guides and on two other instances he described rewarding 

particularly useful or reliable individuals (1970:363, and 1970:373). 

As the journey progressed, he likewise found it necessary to confer with 

knowledgeable Indians on geographical particulars. This was especially 

true as he approached the limits of his earlier hearsay information; on 

the Parsnip River (Lamb 1970: 289), and at Alexandria on the Fraser 

(Lamb 1970: 289, 319). 

Notwithstanding the obvious need for native pathfinders, Mackenzie and 

his men probably never expected to become dependent upon aboriginal 

generosity for subsistence on their trek from the Fraser River to North 

Bentinck Arm. From his journal it is clear that the expedition's 

supplies and hunters were adequate to feed the men until Mackenzie began 

to get an inkling of how difficult and protracted his intended journey 

to the mouth of the "Tacoutche-Tesse" would be (Mackenzie 1971:323-324). 

When Mackenzie decided to hike westwards to the sea from the Blackwater 

River, the voyageurs cached much of their food supplies to prepare 

manageable pack loads. It was quickly apparent that rationing was 

necessary to conserve what was taken (Mackenzie 1971:338-339,349). The 

explorers' sustenance problems were compounded by what Mackenzie felt 

was a mysterious lack of game along the way (1971:346) 
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Accordingly, Mackenzie and his men gratefully accepted such food as was 

offered by the various family groups they met along the trail (eg. 

1971: 346, 357, 388). By the time the expedition reached the Bella Cool a 

River valley, Mackenzie was actively attempting to procure salmon by 

barter·, but he was seldom successful; luckily, the Bella Coola people 

were rather generous to Mackenzie and his party (Mackenzie 1971:360-361, 

372. 390). 

As an experienced trader, Mackenzie well knew that outrageous behavior 

by Europeans would certainly be repaid in kind, and he took considerable 

pains to difuse dangerous situations which could easily have become 

violent, often at great personal risk (Mackenzie 1971:381-382). In the 

same light, Mackenzie was careful not to offend the Indians' sense of 

property rights, taking care to offer fair payment for goods received 

through barter (1971:382). At one point, he even appeared to exhibit an 

aboriginal concept of exchange, leaving some items of European 

manufacture for a few objects picked up in a hastily-abandoned village 

(Mackenzie 1971:308). The explorers knew from long experience that one 

of the most effective ways of establishing peaceful rapport with groups 

of strangers was to proffer small gifts and on occasion give candy to 

their children (eg. Mackenzie 1971:287,313,314,324). 

So while Mackenzie had his prejudices about the native way of life he 

observed, he did not shy from their expression (Saum 1965:123, 137), 

his relationship with those people he interacted with cannot be 

described as completely 'exploitative'. 
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The Indians and Mackenzie 

The explorers were traversing a new land, and little appreciated the 

scope of aboriginal interaction within it. By turns, the Europeans 

encountered -groups who regarded them as potential aggressors to fear 

(Lamb 1970: 285 and 351), or to meet with force (Lamb 1970:312-313, and 

1971:325-326), as welcom guests (Lamb 1970:360-361), as objects of 

curiosity (Lamb 1970:315-365), as a source of derision (Mackenzie 

1970:375, and perhaps even as a convenient object of vengeance for 

previous ill-treatment by white men (Lamb 1970:376). 

Early in his narrative of the voyage of 1793, Mackenzie described the 

Beaver Indians of the Peace River, of whom he says: 

When traders first appeared among these people, the 
Canadians were treated with the utmost hospitality 
and attention; but they have, by their subsequent 
conduct, taught the natives to withdraw that respect 
from them, and sometimes to treat them with 
indignity (1970:255). 

Personal conduct of the voyageurs notwithstanding, more serious problems 

for the Beaver and Mountain Indians were raids by well-armed Cree 

marauders far into their territory. Mackenzie observed several 

encampments of these warlike people along the Peace River and it seems 

reasonable to suppose that the nervousness of the first Sekani 

Mackenzie's men met was occasioned by just such previous experiences 

(1970:271,275,285-286). Indeed, much further south and west, 

Mackenzie's expedition narrowly escaped disaster when some people at 

Punchaw Lake mistakenly identified his Indian hunters as some of their 
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enemies from the mountains (Mackenzie 1971:341). 

His reception among the Carriers further south on the Fraser River was 

initially quite hostile (Mackenzie 1971: 307-308, and 1971:312), 

apparently because: 

They also represented their immediate neighbours as 
a very malignant race ••• and when they were made to 
understand that it was our design to proceed to the 
sea, they disuaded us from prosecuting our intention, 
as we should certainly become a sacrifice to the 
savage spirit of the natives (Mackenzie 1970:314). 

While this seems to show that the Southern Carrier were at loggerheads 

with their Shuswap neighbours, the very next day Mackenzie reports on a 

pleasant "conversation" with an elderly Shuswap visitor, "whose 

countenance had repossessed me in his favour" (1970:319). This man, who 

Mackenzie thought might be a chief, spent a considera!le time with him 

drawing a map upon birchbark to illustrate his information. Since Teit 

reports that the Shuswap and Southern Carrier had engaged in "two short, 

sharp wars" just prior to the post contact era, but at a later date had 

allied to help the Fraser River bands fight against the Beaver and Cree 

Indians, perhaps Mackenzie's nervous Carrier informants had been 

referring to the notably more truculent Chilcotin, Lillooet, and 

Thompson tribes (Teit, 1909:540-541). 

The Europeans also found evidence that some families along the trails 

west of the Fraser river were not unused to the depredations of raiders 

(Lamb 1970:344,351). This seems unusual since the explorers were 

travelling over an apparently important trade route, and a policy of 
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continuing hostility along the way does not seem an effective way of 

maintaining trade. In fairness, Mackenzie's reception appeared to vary 

on a day-to-day basis, much of which he likely had the diplomatic skills 

of his local _·guides to thank. Alone in a strange land, he was 

reluctant to allow them to go ahead of the main party to reconnoitre and 

warn households or work groups of the approaching strangers from the 

east (Lamb 1970:342, 350). However, having had some bad 

luck in this regard, Mackenzie had enough judgement to observe without 

comment that in every case where the guides went on ahead, the Europeans 

were received quite cordially by the Indians (eg. Lamb 

1970:303,326,354). At a later date, however, this policy was to 

occasion Mackenzie great unease (1970: 387-388). 

With one notable exception, all of the Indians Mackenzie met on his long 

journey were at least civil, once initial uncertainties about the 

Europeans' motives were allayed, and most were as hospitable and 

generous as their circumstances permitted. On occasion, men offered the 

services of their wives or daughters to the explorers which were 

gratefully accepted by the voyageurs (Lamb 1970:289, 319). 

Particularly along the western trails, the white men were generously 

treated by the Indians they met, and it seems not unlikely that much of 

the food Mackenzie's men ate was given freely by various groups. 

One notable exception was an individual Mackenzie met while proceeding 

on Dean Channel, who had been subjected to indignities while trading 
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with Captain George Vancouver earlier that same month (Mackenzie 

1970: 375). This person was apparently anxious to regain some of his 

stature at Mackenzie's expense, and spared little effort to discomfort 

the Europeans: 

His importunities now became very irksome, and he 
wanted to see everything we had, particularly my 
instruments ••• He asked for my hat, my hankerchif, 
and, in short, everything that he saw about me. At 
the same time he frequently repeated the unpleasant 
intelligence that he had been shot at by people of my 
colour (Lamb 1970: 375-376). 

After more or less forcing Mackenzie and his men to seek temporary 

refuge in a defensible position, and pilfering such items as the 

explorers had seen fit not to secure the most agressive of this man's 

followers depart~d (Lamb 1970:376). An attempt to trade for a 

"very fine sea otter skin" proved fruitless, and Mackenzie notes with 

some asperity: 

••• and they actually refused to take a yard and a 
half of common broad cloth, with some other articles, 
for the skin, which proves the unreflecting 
improvidence qf our European traders (1970:377). 

The explorers had not been forgotten by their tormentors, however, and 

they set about to make much mischief for Mackenzie and his men, 

proceeding up North Bentinck Arm and the Bella Coola River to inform the 

formerly friendly or indifferent villages that the Europeans had 

committted various outrages or killings. Mackenzie himself came very 

close to death when he was rushed and surrounded by a group of armed men 
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at what he called "Rascal's Village". When Mackenzie; 

••• recognized the man who I have already mentioned 
as being so troublesome to us ••• my resentment 
predominated, and, if he had come within my reach, I 
verily believed, that I should have terminated his 
insolence' forever (1970:381). 

Luckily, the timely arrival of one of the voyageurs shattered the 

murderous resolve of the attackers, and the tense situation ended 

peacefully, although Mackenzie wryly speculated that the ease with which 

his party secured provisions and supplies here in part reflected the 

villagers' desire to see their departure (1970:382). 

It is important to note that these disagreeable ocurrences appear to 

have been instigated at the insistence of just one quite persuasive or 

highly-regarded individual, and this action of wreaking vengeance upon 

an innocent trader for the wrongs or insults inflicted by a predecessor, 

has several parallels in the history of the maritime fur trade (see 

Fisher 1977:14-17). 

Alexander Mackenzie - Post-trip Biography 

Mackenzie's Later Years 

Following the explorer's more or less uneventful and ill-reported return 

to Fort Forks and Athabasca, Mackenzie appears to have spent much of the 

succeeding winter in what amounts to a black depression (Lamb 1970:22-

23), possibly from the effects of routine 'cabin fever', or perhaps a 

reaction to the excitment and exhaustion of his adventure the preceding 
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summer. James Smith has suggested that Mackenzie hated the isolation of 

the north-west and while following the example of most traders in taking 

an Indian woman, who bore his son, as his common-law wife ,"yet there is 

no evidence that this was anything other than casual affair that had no 

emotional strength and brought him no happiness" (1973: 117). 

Desiring above all to become a senior partner in the North West Company, 

making economic decisions out of Montreal instead of the day-to-day 

choices in the up-country Mackenzie went down to Grand Portage in 1794, 

never to return to the fur country (Lamb 1970:23). Upon his arrival, he 

was presumably duly gratified when; 

No complaint was made about the wages and supplies 
that the Pacific expedition had cost the Company. 
Nor were there any grumbles that the exploration had 
not made practicable the immediate exploitation of 
new fur regions. Instead, he was complemented on 
displaying great fortitude in seeking new business, 
which was more and more becoming a prime objective of 
the Company (Smith 1973:118). 

Mackenzie had been granted additional shares in the North West Company 

(1970:117); he was now a man of considerable fame and some wealth, while 

apparently supporting two unknown mistresses (Smith 1973:117,123,126). 

Unfortunately for him, the following years were ones of serious internal 

discord for the company and frustration of Mackenzie's grandiose schemes 

of western expansion. His plans for merger with the Hudson's Bay 

Company and of diverting trade to the northwest from England through 

depots on the Pacific coast or Hudsorls Bay did not much commend 
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themselves to Simon McTavish and the other senior partners, whose 

fortunes were vested in traffic passing through Montreal (Lamb 1970:26), 

In 1799, these and other internal matters, the nature of which are still 

the topic of much speculation,came to a head, and Mackenzie resigned his 

partnership, taking passage to England that same autumn (Lamb 1970: 29-

32,Smith 1973:135 137). 

In the succeeding year., Mackenzie approached William Combe, a noted 

ghost-writer of the time (Lamb 1970:33-34), to put the final polish on 

his journals 

finally bore 

of the 1789 and 1793 expeditions. This 

fruit with the publication of this work in 

long project 

1801, being 

quickly prepared in several new editions, including French and German 

translations (~amb 1970:35). Shortly after its publication, Mackenzie 

was knighted. 

Jay's 

the 

Treaty of 1794 required that the old British garrisons south of 

Great Lakes be evacuated and turned over to the Americans (Smith 

1973:132). Because many of the Montreal free traders had been engaged 

in trapping in American territory, closure of these lands in 1796 (Innes 

1959: 179-180) spawned a new round of vicious competition in the 

Northwest (Smith 1973:133). Some of these free traders, consequently 

agreed in 1798 to "serve the New North West Company or, as it was 

usually called by the Nor'Westers, the XY Company" (Smith 1973:133). 

Mackenzie had no role in the consortium's evolution (Lamb 1970:32, and 

Smith 1973: 133-134), though in 1800 he entered the new partnership, 
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which became known as "Sir Alexander Mackenzie and Company" in 1802 

(Lamb 1970:32). 

Once again Sir Alexander was directly competing with his old associates 

in the north west. Again, tempers ran high and the XY Company, although 

scarcely equal to the task, set after as much of the Nor'Westers' trade 

as it could secure (Smith 1973:158-159), while the agents of the "old 

Company" retaliated in kind (Lamb 1970:38). Mackenzie, his conscience 

twinged by memories of the 1780's, began to seek an accomodation as 

early as 1802 (Smith 1973: 159), but not until the death of Simon 

McTavish in 1804 did cooler heads prevail so real progress could be made 

along these lines (Lamb 1970:39). That same year the XY Company merged 

with the North West Company, with the understanding that Mackenzie have 

no managerial role in the new partnership. As James Smith says, "in 

Mackenzie's exclusion there was to be seen the dead hand of Simon 

McTavish" (1973:163). 

With little else to do, Mackenzie tried his hand at colonial politics, 

being chosen in 1804 to represent the County of Huntingdon in the 

Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada, but quickly became tired of the 

Legislature (Lamb 1970:40). Eventually he ceased to attend the 

sessions, although remaining a member until 1808. He returned to 

England in 1805, 

(Lamb 1970:40). 

only returning to Canada for brief visits thereafter 

Before he left, Mackenzie finally achieved some 

satisfaction in being granted 1,750 acres of land in Glengarry County, 
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Upper Canada, a fraction of that originally promised to his father and 

uncle as British officers during the Revolutionary War (Lamb 1970: 40-

41). 

Briefly, Mackenzie was a shareholder in the Hudson's Bay Company, and 

initially supported Lord Selkirk's proposal for a colony on the Red 

River but then opposed it vigourously (Smith 1973:167-168). For a time, 

Mackenzie was active in an early attempt to amalgamate the North West 

Company and the Hudson's Bay Company, but the collapse of these 

negotiations in 1811, "virtually marked the end of Mackenzie's 

participation in fur trade affairs" (Lamb 1970:43). 

In 1812, Mackenzie married Geddes Mackenzie. By now a well-known and 

wealthy socialite, Mackenzie and his new bride held residences in London 

and the estate of Avoch, in the Black Isle, in Ross-shire, on Moray 

Firth. His letters show him to be quite happy and comfortable. The 

couple had a daughter, born in 1816, and two sons born in 1818 and 1819 

(Lamb 1970:45). But his health was failing, and Mackenzie was diagnosed 

as suffering from a disease now suspected to be Bright's Disease, a 

degenerative kidney infection (Smith 1973:171). On 12 March 1820, Sir 

Alexander Mackenzie died after visiting his doctor in Edinburgh (Lamb 

1970:45). 

Significance of Mackenzie's Explorations 

Mackenzie had made his way to the Pacific Ocean overland, as he had set 
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out to do, but despite his assertions to the contrary (1970:415), had 

certainly not pioneered a practical route from Atlantic to Pacific. 

Nevertheless, no one should insist on that basis that the voyage was a 

failure, as some have done (Smith 1973:114). The real measure of 

Mackenzie's success was apparent only after publication of his journal 

in 1801. Although perhaps judged a bit of a disappointment by his hard­

headed Nor'Wester partners, Mackenzie's account of the first traverse of 

the American continent aroused the interests and suspicions of other 

western-minded individuals. 

Lavender has suggested that Mackenzie's claim that British dominion 

should be extended over a territory whose southern border 

"terminates ••• to the south of the Columbia River" (Mackenzie 1970:410) 

disturbed the American president Thomas Jefferson, who proposed to 

Congress that an equivalent expedition be sent overland to the Columbia 

River and reassert discoverer Robert Gray's claim to those same 

territories (Lavender 1956:63). The genesis of the Lewis & Clark 

Expedition owed some of its impetus to those imperialistic words of 

Mackenzie-although in fairness to Jefferson it must be said that he had 

been agitating for a Pacific expedition since 1793 (Lavender 1956:63). 

Another of Mackenzie's interested readers was Napolean Bonaparte, who 

apparently had "visions of mounting a diversionary attack on Canada by 

way of the Mississippi Valley, and thought the book would contain useful 

information" (Lamb 1970:35). 
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It is unclear whether Mackenzie's defection from the North West Company 

in 1799 put an end to whatever chances he may once have had to organize 

his dreams of mercantile glory on the Pacific. Lamb's introduction to 

Mackenzie's journals concludes: 

As a trade strategist Mackenzie was bold and 
imaginative, but he was unable to muster the 
necessary support, either commercial or political, to 
carry his transcontinental plan into effect. But it 
was soon to be adopted in most of its essentials. 
Shortly after the death of Simon McTavish and the 
union of the North West and XY companies in 1804, the 
strengthened North West Company began to push 
westward; Fraser's explorations were followed by 
those of David Thompson, and travel and trade routes 
were extended to the Pacific. The final step in the 
plan was taken not long after Mackenzie's passing. 
He himself died in Scotland in March of 1820; the 
Earl of Selkirk, the largest share holder in the 
Hudson's Bay Company and probably the most bitter 
opponent of the North West Company, died at Pau,in 
the south of France, in April. It was not entirely a 
coincidence that the two companies agreed to Join 
forces only a year later. In so doing, they created 
the continent-wide organization and virtual trade 
monopoly that Mackenzie had envisaged, and which were 
to result in a half century of prosperity for the fur 
trade and the Hudson's Bay Company (1970:52-53). 
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Post Contact Era - 1793 to 1930 

The historic period for the Bella Coola valley is documented in the 

journals of HudsonsBay traders, government surveyors, colonists and 

government agents. The pages of these manuscripts shed light on the 

cultural adaptations of aboriginal life to became a blend of traditional 

ways and canadian economic and cultural activities which eventually 

included logging, fishing and farming. 

Historical developments in the Blackwater on the other hand are not as 

well documented as they are in the Bella Coola valley. The Blackwater 

region did not become a focus for trade, commerce and settlement 

1843, 

20th 

activities. Although non-native occupation started as early as 

continuous Eurocanadian residence did not begin until the early 

century. Historic reconstruction for this region is dependent on 

as extrapolation of events 

Vanderhoof, Burns Lake, 

occurring at peripheral areas such 

Quesnel, Prince George, Williams Lake, Anahim 

Lake and of course Bella Coola. By the early 20th century Bella Coola 

had an economy with an industrial wage infrastructure while the 

Blackwater continued with a fur trade economy complemented by small 

scale ranching. 

Maritime fur traders had been trading with the natives of the 

Northwest coast for at least eight years prior to Mackenzie's arrival at 

Bella Coola in 1793. By the time he turned westward onto the Bella 

Coola trail, more than 70 vessels had reached the coastal waters of the 
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Pacific northwest and in the space of a few years European goods had 

been absorbed into native material culture (Howay 1973). The first 

Europeansmet by Bella Coola people were the members of Vancouvers's 1793 

voyage of exploration of the north Pacific. They met Bella Coola 

Indians at South Bentinck Arm on June 1st (Marshall, 1955:93-94). 

Some seven weeks after Jcrhnstone reached the head of North Bentinck Arm 

on June 1, Mackenzie arrived overland from the east. It appears that 

the Bella Coola people had seen white men long before the Johnstone 

arrived. A village noble at Nooskulst told Mackenzie: 

that about ten winters ago he went a 
considerable distance towards the mid-day sun, 
with ~orty of his people, when he saw two large 
vessels full of such men as myself, by whom he 
was kindly received (Mackenzie 1970:370). 

When Mackenzie met Carrier people at the mouth of the Blackwater River 

he stated; 

they now procured iron, brass, copper, and trinkets, 
from the Westward; but formerly these articles were 
obtained from the lower parts of the river, though in 
small quantities ••• We understood that this instrument 
(knife) had been obtained from the white men, long 
before they heard that any came to the Westward, 
(Mackenzie 1971:254). 

After 1793 the North West Company continued its westward expansion. In 

1805, Simon Fraser followed Mackenzie's route through the northern Rocky 

Mountains and established a trading post at McLeod Lake where a clerk, 

James McDougall, stayed that winter. The following summer, Fraser 
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travelled west establishing two more posts, one on. Stuart Lake, and 

another at Natleh or Fraser Lake (Akrigg 1975). In 1808, Fraser made 

his historic journey down the Fraser River to the Pacific, proving that 

the river was not the Columbia. The following spring he left New 

Caledonia and returned eastward to Canada. 

Prior to the merger of the Hudson's Bay Company and the North West 

Company in 1821 the latter established two posts along the Fraser River, 

Fort George, at the confluence of the Nechako and Fraser Rivers in 1820, 

and, in 1821, a few months before the merger, Fort Alexandria close to 

the most southerly point reached by Mackenzie on the Fraser River 

(Akrigg 1975). The establishment of Fort Alexandria provided a focal 

point for the exploitation of the fur resources of the Chilcotin region. 

Using the facilities of Fort Alexandria the outposts of Fort Chilcotin 

and Kluskus were built for the Hudson Bay to intercept furs that the 

Carrier and Chilcotin were trading to the coast (Fort Chilcotin 

Manuscript BCPA:l6). Fort Alexandria also became a terminus for furs 

leaving and entering New Caledonia. Before its construction most 

eastward travelling furs went east to Canada via Fort Chipewyan. After 

1821, with the Hudson's Bay firmly established at Fort Astoria (George) 

at the mouth of the Columbia, commerce could be directed south, through 

Fort Alexandria. This Fort became the point of transfer for the goods 

coming by the horse 'brigade' trails'from Fort Vancouver via Fort 

Okanagan and Fort Kamloops to the fur producing regions forts of the 

central and northern Interior. 
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Fort Chilcotin was built on the north bank of the Chilcotin River just 

above its junction with the Chilco River in October 1829 (McDougall in 

Fort Chilcotin Typescript BBPA:8 and Akrigg 1977:305). This outpost, 

was open only four months because personnel were required at Alexandria 

to assist on the fur brigades now travelling between the Columbia River 

and Stuart Lake. After 1829 Fort Chilcotin was open intermittently, 

usually during the winter season. Finally, in 1842, Donald McLean wrote 

from Fort Alexandria: 

The keeping up of such a paltry Establishment is in 
my humble opinion a great loss to the HB.Co. and 
risking the lives of people placed at it - who are 
little better than slaves to the Indian, being unable 
to keep them in check... (McLean in Fort Chilcotin 
typescipt, BCPA:l5). 

Because of poor fur returns, Fort Chilcotin was eventually abandoned in 

1844 (Akrigg 1975:372). 

Beginning in 1837, trading trips were made by Hudson Bay personnel from 

Fort Chilcotin to Kluskus Lakes. The returns in furs from these trips 

made it obvious that Kluskus rather than Chilcotin should be the 

location of the outpost west of Fort Alexandria. In January, 1843, 

Alexander Anderson wrote to Sir George Simpson, Governor of the Hudson's 

Bay Company; 

I shall now direct your attention to a project 
generally approved of by those acquainted with the 
circumstances. • •• It is the transfer of the outpost 
of this establishment (Fort Alexandria) from the 
Chilcotins to Fluz-cus, a lake situated three days 
march to the Northward of the former, and equally 
assessible though a trifle more distant, from hence, 
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than the present position of Chilcotins. The objects 
it is proposed to attain by this measure are first the 
interception of a good many beaver that find their way 
through that channel to the Sea Coast, from the Nas­
cotin villages attached to Fort George and Alexandria; 
and more chiefly the increase of returns in martens, 
Foxes of the first quality, and other valuable furs, 
in whith the vicinity is peculiarly abundant. • •• To 
maintain the Chilcotin post, owing to the evil 
disposition of the Chilcotin Indians ••• an officer and 
at lest two men are necessary; a number that would 
suffice at Tluz-cus, where the natives, on the 
contrary, are well disposed, industrious, and 
extremely urgent that we should settle among 
them •••• Tlus-cuz is the nucleus where all the 
surrounding roads unite, being directly on the track 
followed by Sir Alex McKenzie on his way to the 
extremity of Milbank Sound ••• (Alexander Anderson in 
Fort Chilcotin typescript, BCPA;l6). 

In June 1844, Sir George Simpson wrote to his superiors in London; 

It has b~en determined to establish a new post in this 
district (New Caledonia), at a place called Sluz-cuz) or 
rather to substitute one post for another, by 
withdrawing that of the Chilcotins, from the belief that 
the position of the new post ••• will be more productive. 
The trade of that part of this district has improved 
latterly by the abandonment of Fort McLoughlin, many of 
the furs which formerly found their way to the Coast, 
now remaining in the District, where they are traded at 
less cost. (Simpson in Fort Chilcotin typescript, 
BCPA:l8). 

Fort Kluskus was built in September 1844. On February 13, 1845, 

Anderson wrote Simpson from Fort Alexandria: 

The Post of Tluscuz was established in September; and, 
I am happy to inform you, is doing extremely well. I 
visited the place in June, in order to make the 
necessary preliminary arrangements; and met there a 
large concourse of Indians from different parts in the 
vicinity. Among them were some of my quondam friends 
from Fort McLoughlin, who after a while recognized me. 
They were well supplied with prime Cavendish Tobacco; 
procured from the Americans on the Coast, which they 
distributed with a liberal hand, in the way of 
traffic ••• (Anderson in Fort Chilcotin typescript, 
BCPA:l9). 
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Figure 22: Historic sites located between Bella Coola and Ulgatcho. 

On the coast, at Bella Coola, the first recorded visit of a trading 

vessel was the Hudson's Bay Company steamship Beaver. In 1836, the year 
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it reached the north Pacific coast, the Beaver entered North Bentinck 

Arm and South Bentinck Arm on a reconnaisance trip (Dunn, 1845:178). 

Only three years before the Beaver arrived on the coast, Fort 

McLoughlin had beep built near Milbanke Sound close to the Bella Bella 

Indian settlement. The regular steam power of the Beaver made Fort 

McLoughlin unnecessary, but until the post was eventually closed in 

1843, it drew furs from the Bella Coola Indians. Many furs brought to 

Fort McLoughlin which had undoubtedly originated in the interior 

(Tolmie,1963:261). Fort McLoughlin and the other coastal forts Stikine 

and Taku were abandoned for three primary reasons; Hudson5Bay personnel 

now had a thorough working knowledge of the northwest coast, there 

existed little competition for the fur trade so the presence of a number 

of forts became unneccessary and, most importantly, the Hudsons Bay 

steamship Beaver could obtain the furs more efficiently by periodic 

scheduled visits along the coast (Akrigg 1975:340). 

The abandonment of Fort McLoughlin in 1843 and building of the interior 

trading 

altered 

people. 

posts of 

the trade 

Through 

Fort Chilcotin, Alexandria and Kluskus must have 

patterns of the Bella Coola and Southern Carrier 

the established trade trails into the interior the 

Bella Coola had access to the fur resources of the entire Blackwater and 

Chilcotin drainges. Prior to 1843 the Bella Coola traded goods for furs 

from the Chilcotin and Carrier. They in turn traded these furs with 

Bella Bella on the outer coast. After 1843 it was not neccessary for the 
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Carrier and Chilcotin to make the long journey to the coast to receive 

European goods through the hands of the Bella Coola traders. Direct 

trade could now be conducted in their own territory. Though it is 

probable that some western based Carrier and Chilcotin Bands continued 

trade with the Bella Coola, most of the fur resources were now being 

traded east, not west. 

By the mid nineteenth century both the Carrier and Bella Coola people 

were adapting aspects of their culture to accommodate this new and 

developing access to wealth (Jenness 1943, Goldman 1941, Hudson 1972, 

Steward 1941). The intensity of direct coastal contact and subsequent 

degree of cultural change among the interior native people correlated 

quite simply with the geographical distance by which trade could occur. 

For example, the 'Timishianization' of the Gitksan Carrier far exceeded 

the 'Bella Coolaization' of the Ulgatcho Carrier (Duff 1951, Goldman 

1941, Steward 1942). The ease of mobility and transport of goods 

between the Timishian people and the Gitksan Carrier far exceeded that 

of the Bella Coola with the Ulgatcho Carrier. This contact had the 

effect of changing " ••• almost every aspect of Carrier culture, except 

for the language ••• " (Hudson 1972:26). 

For the Ulgatcho, coastal influences were received indirectly through 

the Gitksan but directly thrugh their immediate westward neighbours and 

trading partners the Bella Coola. One method by which the Bella Coola 

secured trading ties with the Ulgatcho was through the establishment of 

marriage ties (Hudson 1970:34, Goldman 1941:414). The arrangement of 
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son-in-law ties secured a Bella Coola trade monopoly with t.he Ulgatcho 

'sadeku' or extended family unit. Such an arrangement was also 

beneficial for the Ulgatcho. It provided a family with whom they could 

visit in times of food·scarcity, access to Bella Coola titles, important 

names and authorized participation in Bella Coola ceremonies (Goldman 

1941:414). 

The development of the fur trade also stimulated changes in Southern 

Carrier settlement patterns. To accommodate the developing importance 

of trade along traditional trails, Southern Carrier bands from the Ootsa 

Lake region moved south to concentrate in the Gatcho Lake area to 

operate the trade route between Ulgatcho and Bella Coola (Hudson 

1972:30, Lane 1953:16). This move, dating to the early 1830's,marked 

the initial development of the historic village of Ulgatcho. In 

association with this southward movement of Carrier people there may 

have been a corresponding westward movement of Chilcotin people to the 

Anahim Lake region (Lane 1953:16). Such a move would, for the Chilcotin 

and indirectly for the Shuswap, remove the added cost of Southern 

Carrier middlemen in their trade with the coast. 

For the native peoples of the Blackwater and Bella Coola valleys the 

1850's brought a second wave of sweeping cultu~al change. The fur trade 

as it was structured under the policies and administration of 

Hudson's Bay Company began to waver and the discovery of gold along 

tributaries of the Fraser River brought thousands of miners into 
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region. The new political entities of the colony, later province, of 

British Columbia and the Dominion of Canada were starting systematically 

to survey the resources of frontier regions. To successfully 

participate in- the fur trade economy a number of specific aspects of 

native life style changed. However such aspects of society as religion, 

social structure and kinship were left basically undisturbed (Fisher 

1981:115). The following years, characterized by a reduction in the 

native population, increase in non-native population, introduction of 

non-native ideology and adaptation to numerous 'non native' economies 

were to act at dissolving these last vestiges of aboriginal culture 

(Morice 1893, Begg 1972, Elliott 1980). 

The process that led to the Cariboo gold rush began in 1852 when 

Shuswap natives first sold gold to John McLean, the Hudson Bay factor 

at Fort Kamloops or later when John Houston found gold on Tranquille 

Creek in 1857. He sold the gold to the Hudson Bay Company fort at 

Kamloops. The company sent it to Victoria and then on to San Francisco 

to be minted (Elliott 1980:19). Official recognition of the gold rush 

occurred in 1857 when Govornor James Douglas wrote about the discovery 

(Elliot 1978:19). Within a year upward of 2,000 miners were working the 

sandbar deposits as far down the Fraser River as Yale. 

On June 3, 1859, Benjamin MacDonald is reputed to have turned the first 

shovel of pay-dirt on the Quesnel River (Elliot 1978:4). Later that 

summer, at a site where the previous year only Southern Carrier people 
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had lived, a thousand miners were working their gold claims (Elliot 

1978:2). In 1859 John McLean arrived at the Quesnel River mouth (the 

site of the present day town of Quesnel) and recorded: 

At that time when the benches of the river were 
covered with big timbers ••• in 1859, no less than 400 
Indians were camped about the place, most of them on 
the flat just above the town. The hotel site had been 
a burying ground (Elliot 1978:67). 

In 1856 the confluence of.the Fraser and Quesnel River looked much as it 

had when seen by Alexander Mackenzie some sixty years earlier. 

However, within a few years (1861) two stores were built and in 1862 

the Colonial Government, recognizing the communication and commercial 

potential that Quesnel provided the gold fields, established a 

government land reserve for the future development of a townsite. 

With quantities of gold being found in the Cariboo thousands of miners 

were coming to the region and the Colonial Government was under pressure 

to develop an efficient line of communication to the Cariboo gold 

fields. The first route of transport was the Harison-Lillooet route 

which was designed to by-pass the rugged Fraser Canyon (Wade 1979). 

However, for the miners seeking gold between Hope and the 

Fraser/Thompson River confluence, this route did not provide access. 

Furthermore, the Harrison/Lillooet route incorporated a number of lakes 

which required several transhipments of freight making the route slow 

and expensive. 

The Victoria business community, anxious to retain the city as an 
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economic hub, lobbied for a route to the interior goldfields which 

required access through the city. For this, routes originating from the 

head of Bute Inlet (Waddington) and North Bentinck Arm (Bella 

Coola/Alexandria) were 

investigation of the 

considered. The first indication of exploratory 

North Bentinck Arm route was recorded in The 

British Colonist by Capt. Cavendish Venables in 1861 and in a letter 

from John Barston to James Douglas (Venables 1861, Barnston and 

MacDonald 1861). Venables recounted his journey of "16 camps bet¥een 

Bella Coo la and Alexandria" (Venables 1861). Though brief, his account 

provided the first map of the route, documented continued native use of 

the Bella Coola River, and ushered in the forthcoming period of 

exploration. 

Lieutenant H. Spencer Palmer of the Royal Engineers was sent to Bella 

Coola in 1862 to survey a government reserve for the potential 

development of a townsite in the valley, evaluate the feasibility of a 

Bella Coola/Alexandria wagon road and survey government land reserves in 

the Cariboo gold fields. Palmer's journals, notes and maps provide the 

most detailed comment of Bella Coola culture since the time of 

Mackenzie's visit some sixty-nine years earlier. Upon arriving at Bella 

Coola, Palmer wrote; 

Half a mile from the mouth and on opposite sides of 
the Nookhalk are situated two Indian villages, forming 
a settlement named Ko-om-ko-otz and presided over by 
the chief Pootlas. Two miles further up on the south 
bank is another large village n~med Soonochlim ruled 
by Annokeetsum, and the whole population numbered, 
when I was there, about 1200 souls. 
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••• The villages ••• remain in their purely savage 
originality, unmodified by the touch of civilization • 
••• Hudson's Bay blankets and shirts are the usual 
articles of native attire, and they adorn themselves 
with nose-rings, ear rings, and fantastic head-dresses 
of wampum. They have not yet come within the 
influence of Protestant or Roman Catholic Missions and 
adhere pertinaciously to the old Indian superstitions 
and customs, maintaining, as regards their religious 
and other ceremonies a jealous secrecy which defies 
the scrutiny of the white man (Palmer 1863:5-7). 

In his account of travelling up the Bella Coola River Palmer saw; 

at different points further up the river, of the ruins 
of deserted lodges, once the habitations of large 
families of Indians that have gradually dwindled away 
by death until the few survivors have incorporated 
themselves into the larger bands (Palmer 1863:7). 

Between the saltwater in the west and Stuie in the the east (some 48 km) 

Palmer encountered only two villages with evidence of occupation, 

Nootklein (Friendly Village) and Shooiht (Stuie) (Palmer 1863:10-11). 

Of the others, Palmer states; 

At three deserted Indian village-sites we found grass 
growing to afford temporary subsistence for the 
animals (1863:11). 

By 1862 it appears that Bella Coola people no longer occupied autonomous 

villages throughout the valley, but were concentrated at the western end 

of the valley (Palmer 1863). Many of the traditional features of 

society as fishing, hunting, dress and some technologies such as canoes, 

house styles and general household articles probably remained intact, 

though with less intensity. With a 60%-70% population reduction and 

concentration into only a few villages, complemented by the continuous 

presence of non-native traders and introduction of European trade goods 

173 



significant changes must have occurred in village autonomy, community 

trade and social structure. 

Between the years 1860 and 1893 Bella Coola had a small Hudson's Bay 

Company trading post which in later years 

became associated with a number of free traders. The Hudson's Bay 

Company established a trading post at Bella Coola in 1867;it was howeverJ 

closed in 1882 because the area could more economically be serviced by 

steam boat. The contents of the store were transported to the then 

expanding operation at Port Simpson. The property, buildings and 

miscellaneous merchandise were purchased by Postmaster John Clayton who 

then operated his own trading store (Kopas 1970:140). 

In 1864 fewer than twenty non-native people were living near the mouth 

of the Bella Coola River (Rothenburger 1978:120). Among these residents 

was Peter Barron a trader who operated between Bella Coola and 

Alexandria (Kopas 1970:85). The field aspect of the pack-horse 

operation was managed by Alexander McDonald who was later killed by a 

Chilcotin war party (Kopas 1970:99). 

By the middle 1860's in the Cariboo, Fort Alexandria was deteriorating 

into disrepair (Elliott 1978:18,22,58). High wages, and the hopes of 

finding gold in the mining towns of Antler Creek, Barkerville, Keithly, 

Harvey Creeks and Black's Store were drawing the people away from Fort 

Alexandria and Hudson's Bay employment. By 1867 the 'Company' trade at 
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Alexandria was supplanted by a newly established post at Quesnelmouth 

and Alexandria was reduced to a farm supply centre (Elliott 1980:58). 

By the early 1860's the young town of Quesnel was becoming the 

communication and commercial centre for the Cariboo and was in 

competition with the long established Hudson's Bay Company of Fort St. 

James for the commerce of New Caledonia. In 1862 a wagon road was built 

between Alexandria and Quesnel, though in the following year, the 

steamship Enterprise was put into service between Soda Creek and Quesnel 

to transport goods and supplies more economically than was possible 

by road (Elliott 1978:126). 

Eighteen sixty-six marked the arrival of industrial activity in the 

region of the Bella Coola trail.. As a means of enabling North America 

to communicate with Europe, Perry McDonough Collins, a banker, lawyer 

and entrepreneur, convinced Western Union Telegraph Company to build a 

telegraph line through the British Columbia northwest across Russian 

America to connect with the eastwardly expanding Russian telegraph 

system (Mackay 1946:187-215, Akrigg 1977:324-325). This was the Collins 

Overland Telegraph. Work on the project began in 1864 and by Christmas 

of that year the construction crew was at Takla Lake. A telegraph 

corridor and telegraph line were laid during the spring of 1866 and by 

the end of that construction period (October) it was in place at the 

Kispiox River (Akrigg 1977:328). However, the line would go no further. 

During the summer of 1866 the steamer Great Eastern successfully laid a 

trans-Atlantic cable between Ireland and Newfoundland, thus making the 

overland telegraph project obsolete (Akrigg 1977:329). 
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KEY 1. Fort Alexandria 6. 
2. Hudson Bay Store (Quesnel) 7. 
3. Krestenuck's Store (Quesnel) 
4. Krestenuck's Store (Nasko) 8. 
5. Kluskus Village 9. 

10. 

Krestenuck's Store (Kluskus) 
Krestenuck's Resting Cabin 
and barn. 
Ulgatcho Village 

Fort George 
Fort Chilcotin 

Figure 23: Historic sites located between the confluence of the 
Blackwater/Fraser Rivers and Ulgatcho. 

... 

The building of the telegraph had little effect on native life in the 

Blackwater. Aside from providing a saddle horse trail for use in 

hunting its location did not serve any local needs. Two secondary 

effects it did have on the region were the naming of a range of low 

lying hills in the vicinity of the lower Blackwater River the Telegraph 

Range and the first bridging of the river at 'Blackwater Crossing'. It 
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is this bridge that Hunter (1874) and Dawson (1876) refer to as 

'Wilson's Bridge'. 

The latter part of the 1860's also saw the establishment of Catholic 

missionaries at Williams Lake. The mission, operating under the Order 

of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate (OMI) was to 

academic and vocational training to the Chilcotin, 

Carrier people for the f-0llowing 100 years. 

provide religious, 

Shuswap and Southern 

The Williams Lake mission was not the first exposure Carrier people had 

to Christianity. In 1838 Francis Norbert Blanchet and Modeste Demers, 

two French Roman Catholic priests arrived at Fort Vancouver 

Territory from the Red River settlement (Whitehead 1981:13). 

in Oregon 

In 1841 

Father Demers travelled to Fort St. James and while enroute preached to 

Carrier people at Fort Alexandria and witnessed what may have been the 

first Church built in the Cariboo, a chapel at Chimney Creek (Whitehead 

1981:35). A second missionary, Father John Nobili, a Jesuit, came to 

the Cariboo in 1845, and remained until 1847 (Whitehead 1981:35). 

As a tool for conversion to Christianity the O.M.I. used the Durieu 

system of cultural control. This system, developed by Father Durieu in 

Oregon promoted the development, within the existing Indian village, of 

a paramilitary state. In each 'willing village' a chief and subchief 

were appointed by the priest to act as the village authority. A 

watchman (or informer) was chosen to ensure that village members 

attended religious instruction and did not return to the now forbidden 

pagan Indian practices. Indian police were appointed to carry out 

punishments and collect fines imposed by the Chief. Catechists were 
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selected and made responsible for teaching religious studies to village 

members and finally 'les cloches' or bell ringers were selected to 

summon band members to church (Whitehead 1981:18). It is interesting to 

note that a number of contemporary native names such as Sandyman, 

Chantyman and Captain Harry may find their origin in the Durieu system 

(Blackwater History Program 1081). Within the Chilcotin communities the 

Durieu system lasted until the mid 1950's and only ended then with the 

retirement of its last avid disciple, Father Thomas (Sound Heritage No. 

34, 1981). The O.M.I. became established in the Williams Lake area by 

1866 and travelled to the Blackwater native communities during the late 

1890's (Whitehead 1981:23, Sound Heritage #34). 

Use of the Bella Coola trail by the late 19th century remained an avenue 

for local travel and trade for the Southern Carrier people. As in 

earlier times, trade goods from Bella Coola would come from the west and 

be dispersed throughout the valley. However, the Kluskus and Blackwater 

Carrier now travelled eastward to towns such as Fort George and Quesnel 

for their supplies. These localities were closer, prices were lower and 

the stores offered more variety of merchandise. During this time the 

Chilcotin route between Bella Coola and Fort Alexandria as well as the 

route between Fort George and Prince Rupert became the more commonly 

used routes of commerce between the coast and Chilcotin Interior. There 

was a decline in use of the Alexander Mackenzie Trail in general, with a 
' 

significant decline in travel between Ulgatcho and Kluskus. 
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A number of reasons can be suggested for this develpment; the terrain 

was more accommodating to travel, there was a greater native population, 

lower ele·vations were more conducive to the development of agriculture, 

and the two valley corridors had natural resources such as salmon and 

deer. Essentially these routes accommodated travel and settlement. 

The lack of industrial and commercial development in the Blackwater 

drainage is evident today. Both the Bella Coola/Alexandria (Williams 

Lake) and Prince George/Prince Rupert corridors support a number of 

communities, industrial and commercial developments and a well 

maintained highway system whereas along the Bella Coola trail, horse 

travel is still common. This is probably a result of the poor 

agricultural, mining or logging potential for the region. 

In 1871 British Columbia joined the Dominion of Canada. For the native 

people of the Blackwater and Bella Coola regions this meant the arrival 

of land surveyors (see page 177). To gain an understanding of the 

regional geography in order to find a route for the C.P.R., company 

surveyor Charles Horetsky conducted surveys in Douglas, Gardner and Dean 

Inlets in 1874. In the following years Jarvis, Bell, Gameby, Cambie, 

Trutch, Hunter and geologist Dawson were to supervise survey crews which 

covered many parts of the region. The notes, field maps and published 

accounts of these surveys provide valuable information on the natural 

and cultural resources of previously undocumented regions. 
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It appears that little change had occurred along the Blackwater River 

since the time of Alexander Mackenzie. To quote Dawson; 

Passed the Indians on the march, every man women and 
child, and even the dogs, with packs of approximate 
size. _ All appear to be in good spirits, and on the 
way to their great annual holiday-making, the Salmon 
fishery, the whole scene much resembling that 
described by Sir Alexander Mackenzie who travelled 
part of this very road with the Indians on their way 
to their fishery on the 15 July 1793. (1875:29) 

Under the auspices of the Geological Survey of Canada, Dawson 

participated in C.P.R. surveys in the Kluskus, Dean River, Anahim Lake 

and Fraser Lake regions (Dawson 1875:76,77). Entering the Blackwater 

drainage from Tatelkus Lake in the north he followed the Tatelkus Lake 

Trail south, crossing the Blackwater River at 'Mashou Crossing'. From 

this point he travelled eastward to Kluskus (15 km) to rendezvous with a 

pack-train bringing supplies from Quesnelmouth. 

concerning Kluskus village were; 

Cluscus Lakes barren and stoney. 
at upper end of first Cluscus L. 

Beyound 
House 
and 
Fort 

a few other indians there. At one 
here (Dawson 1876: June 16, 1876). 

His only remarks 

An 
Saw 

time a 

indian 
Fannie 

H.B. 

From Hunter's journal of two years previous it was reported; 

At 7m Indian House and burying place to left of trail 
200 yd.- to turned slow to 71/4 where Trail to Salmon 
River turns off to right of Indian House and 200 yds 
to W of large lake. (Hunter 1874:22 of typed 
manuscript, B.C.P.A.) 

While at Eliguk Lake Hunter stated; 

A 26-l/2m struck stream from Eliquck L. 10' wide also 
Indian House and burying ground l/4m from S end of 
Lake. (Ibid:l874:23), 
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Figure 25: Ulgatcho; taken by Dawson in 1876, (N.M.C. Neg. #138). 

At Ulgatcho, on the other hand Dawson filed a comprehensive report; 

Gotcheo L. a celebrated resort of the Indians, a 
building of theirs existing here known as the 
Culla-Culla House, or Bird House, a large crow 
carved in wood, rather neatly and painted black, 
adorning one gable. The Indians tell me that the 
~made by Bella Coola Indians, the natives here 
not understanding painting and decoration so 
well. A curious instance of mingling of customs 
of two now friendly tribes. A door in each end 
of this shape[sic] that at the west end being 
surmounted at each side by a painted 
colersal[sic] figure resembling a bear, more than 
anything else, the design as well as I can tell 
exactly resembling the peculiar Haidah style of 
art. The miner[sic] side of the East end covered 
with a corresponding picture, but this time of 
gigantic birds touching their bills above the 
door, also in the same style. 
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Both in red paint. Various other designs on the 
inner walls, some evidently secondary and added 
fancifully by poor artists. Among (Along) with a 
conspicuous a red hand with claws. The carved 
figure of a blackbird already mentioned stands on 
the head of a long swarted(?) monster with a good 
row of t~th on each side, with the projecting 
end of the roof tree. 

Near the Culla Culla House two remarkable posts 
standing in the ground, which I find on enquiry 
hold the mortal remains of as many Indians. They 
have been here a good many years, but not very 
long as some men here remember having seen them. 
Besides there (are) a couple of internments of 
recent date, and in· ordinary style, to be 
seen ••• The parts referred to each about 10' high 
and from 18" to 2' wide at the top, narrowing 
slightly below, where they are inserted in the 
ground. A hollow has been made near the top of 
each, on the north side, and in there the burnt 
remains of the Indian placed (Diary of George 
Dawson June 21, 1876). 

A month later upon his return to Ulgatcho Dawson noted; 

The Culla Culla Ho(use) the scene of the "great 
potlatch" spoken of some time ago. Now deserted 
and the Indians, who all at the Salmon Ho(use) 
or yel-tas. Indians go to Salmon Ho(use) from 
Elijuck, but not from Tsi-tse. The potlach in 
this case seems to have had some significance as 
a feast for the dead, as the two graves only a 
few years old, seen here before, are now replaced 
by structures in shiny new wood, with fresh ~ of 
paint. The ground below also seems to have been 
reburied. From what I have heard it is probable 
that the potlatch in such cases somewhat 
resembles a "bee" the Indianing(?) to getting 
presents and etc coming together to work at a new 
grave for the honoured dead (July 25, 1876), 

Regarding Indian life in the Chilcotin, Dawson's journal reveals a further 

insight. On July 18, 1876 he established a camp at Ne-coout- loon Lake 
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(Anahim Lake) where he met two native men who; 

Tell us that two other men and several women at 
Ne-coout-loon, which we're rather surprised to 
hear, as had been formerly informed that all 
the Ne-coout-loon Indians, had been moved down 
to t he_- Chilcotin Country by orders of the 
Priest (Dawson 1876). 

This statement indicates the eastward movement of Chilcotin people which 

left much of the Anahim Lake region area vacant. Thus, in turn, allowed 

a southward shift of the Ulgatcho Carrier, leading to the subsequent 

abandonment of the historic village of Ulgatcho in the 1940's (Clark 

1970, Hall 1971 and Donahue 1977). 

At Ulgatcho Dawson photographed a 'Gulla Gulla' house (Figure 24). The 

Carrier people that Dawson was travelling with could provide little 

information regarding this house. Undeniably, as described by both 

Dawson and Mackenzie the house exhibits a strong coastal influence, 

though the art appeared to have been in the words of Dawson, "of a 

poorer quality", than seen on the coast (Dawson 1874, Mackenzie 1971). 

This Gulla Gulla house may represent a house of a Gatcho Lake based 

sadeku or extended family group that retained strong trade and marriage 

ties to Bella Coola villages. In such a case, the corresponding Bella 

Coola family may have assisted in the design and construction of the 

house or, its owner, an Ulgatcho noble, built the house modeled after 

his father-in-law's and decorated it with names and crests received 

through his marriage. 

Dawson's journal makes no mention of frame houses at Ulgatcho. This may 

indicate that regional bands had not yet coalesced into the historic 

village of Ulgatcho. The move to Ulgatcho may not have occurred until 
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the late 1890's when, to facilitate conversion to Christianity, 

missionaries persuaded native people to live, at least on a seasonal 

basis, in a sedentary village. A church, rectory and out-buildings were 

built at Ulgatcho and Kluskus by 1900. 

In comparison to Bella Coola, the native people of the Blackwater 

remained relatively undisturbed by the influx of traders, settlers and 

by indiscriminant introduction of non-native technologies. The 

Blackwater valley was removed from the mainstream of commercial life. 

The commerce from the Bella Coola valley was now directed southeast 

along the Chilcotin valley to Alexandria. In 1875, a dozen non-native 

people were already living at Bella Coola, but no Europeans are known to 

have settled in the Ulgatcho and Kluskus areas. 

During this period the Bella Coola trail continued to be used as 

-communication route for the Southern Carrier people. It provided the 

avenue for furs to be traded eastward to Quesnel, and commercial goods 

to come from either Bella Coola or Quesnel. Until the early decades of 

the 20th century, when settlers entering the Burns Lake District via 

Bella Coola used the Ulgatcho summer trail, the trail provided little 

service to non-native settlement or commercial development. 

For the Bella Coola people, use of the Alexander Mackenzie Heritage 

Trail declined significantly from the 18SO's. Logging, fishing and 
, 

ranching industries were now developing in the valley. The fur trade or 

trade in aboriginal goods was no longer a viable enterprise for them. 
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Although, on an individual basis, trapping continued and some travel and 

relationships were maintained with Ulgatcho, the focus of Bella Coolla 

commerce and communication was directed westward to the developing 

fishing and logging industries or along the Bella Ceola/Alexandria 

route. 

The economic depression of 1893 that settled on North America was an 

indirect impetus for change in the Bella Coola valley. Reverend 

Saugstad, a pastor of the Lutheran Free Church in Polk County Minnesota, 

began looking for a new place to build a Norwegian community and; 

inspired by the principles of his faith ••• was actively 
looking into the possibility of establishing a colony 
where his congregation would be able to live a happy 
and virtuous life away from the evils of the world 
(Sound Heritage Series 1982:5). 

Through the influence of B.F. Jacobsen, a Norwegian travelling 

throughout the Northwest Coast collecting 'curios' for German museums, 

Reverend Saugstad was introduced to the Bella Coola valley and the idea 

of bringing the Norwegian colonists there to forge a new beginning. 

October of 1894 found Bella Coola bound immigrants from Minnesota, North 

Dakota, South Dakota and areas of the Red River Valley arriving in 

Winnipeg on their northern journey. From Winnipeg they rode the C.P.R. 

to Vancouver and boat to Victoria. In Victoria final preparations were 

made for their trip to Bella Coola. 
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Through negotiations between Reverend Saugstad and the British Columbian 

Government it was agreed that: 

Each settler would 
free, and would be 
had been improved to 

get 160 acres of land, 
given title to the land when 
the value of $5 per acre. 

Each family had to have $300 in cash. 

As soon as 
land, a wagon 
colony. 

30 members had built houses on 
road would be constructed through 

rent 
it 

their 
the 

All government land in the area was to be reserved 
for five years and made available for people of 
Norwegian descent who might later wish to take up 
land and build a home in Bella Coola (Sound Heritage 
1982:8). 

The side-wheeler Princess Louise, with a company of 84 persons dropped 

anchor at the head of North Bentinck Arm on October 30, 1894 (Sound 

Herifage Series 1982: 10). 

There was no dock there of course. The Indians came 
out to meet them in canoes at the mouth of the river 
and the colonists were all very surprised that 
standing right up in one of the Indian canoes was a 
very, very, blonde-haired girl. It turned out she was 
Bertha Thorson, a daughter of an old sea captain 
(Thore Thorson) who had retired in Bella Coola. He 
had come there just prior to the colony and he later 
joined the colony. It sort of perked them up a bit to 
see some of their kind there (Sound Heritage Series 
1982:10). 

In May 1895 a second group of Norwegian colonists arrived on the ship 

Danube. 

As soon as the steamer blew its whistle, these Indians 
all came boiling down in their great spoon canoes and 
surrounded the ship ••• They would take a whole canoe­
load from the boat down there up to the village ••• It'd 
take three men when the tide was out because there was 
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a rather rapid current in that river and they'd have 
the boat loaded with trunks. There used to be a 
village on the bank; great big old houses. They 
would be 40 feet wide and probably a 100 feet long 
- terrific big houses (Ted Levelton as recorded in 
Sound Heritage Series 1982:13). 

Upon arrival in_Bella Coola the Norwegian immigrants settled throughout 

the valley with the centre of the community being built approximately 20 

km from the sea at a site first called Christiana (Dreams of Freedom 

1982: 11). This name was latter changed to Hagensborg, the location of 

Hagen Christensen's general store. A road was built between this store 

and Bella Coola in 1894. Later in 1896 Iver Fougner completed the first 

colonial census documenting that, two years after its founding the 

community boasted 158 members, 20 km of wagon road, a post office, 

store, library and a number of cleared acres of land. 

For the native people living in the Bella Coola and Blackwater valleys 

the latter part of the 19th century and early part of the 20th century 

were marked by the establishment of native land reserves and non- native 

homesteads in their aboriginal territory. In British Columbia the 

process of negotiating and compensating natives for the loss of their 

traditional was lands initiated under James Douglas (Duff 1977). Under 

Douglas's direction as Chief Factor at Fort Victoria (ending 1858), 

Governor of Vancouver Island (1851-1864) and Governor of the mainland 

colony of British Columbia, the policies and process of settling native 

land problems were first defined (Duff 1969). Surveyors were to lay the 

reserve boundaries as instructed by the native people. 
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Figure 25: Bella Coola 'Old Village', BCPM Newcome Collecttion. 

Native people were to have as much land as they required. If a Band was 

not satisfied with the amount of reserve land allotted, the land 

surveyors were instructed to allot more (Fisher 1977, Duff 1964). 

With Douglas' retirement in 1864, British Columbia left behind the last 

vestiges of the fur trade era and embarked on a period characterised by 

land development and resource exploitation. Under succeeding Colonial 

governments and continuing into the early decades of confederation 

Joseph William Trutch was to formulate and direct B.C.'s position 

regarding aboriginal land claims. In 1867 Trutch developed a new policy 
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for British Columbia quite different from that of the colonial period. 

In Trutch's words; 

The Indians really have no right to the lands they 
claim, nor are they of any actual value to them 
(Trutch 1867:42). 

In 1871 when B.C. joined Confederation the management of native lands 

became the responsibility of the Federal Government. Unfortunately, 

clause thirteen of the Terms of Union, which carried the wording for 

this responsibility, was so poorly written that it could not be 

implemented to the satisfaction either of the province or of the federal 

government. Therefore, to work out a policy acceptable to both levels of 

government a number of Commissions were formed to investigate the 

identification and establishment of Indian Reserve land in British 

Columbia. The first of these commissions was set up in 1876 (Sproat 

Commission) with the final commission, the Ditchburn Clarke, submitting 

its report in 1934. It is from the published reports of these land 

commissions, the annual reports of the Department of Indian Affairs and 

unpublished correspondences from the commissioners that an insight into 

native life during the 1906-1915 period is obtained. 

The Bella Coola Indian reserves were established under the direction of 

Commissioner Peter O'Reilly in 1883 and surveyed in 1886. Their status 

was reviewed by the McKenna-McBride commission in 1913. The testimonies 

given by select members of the Bella Coola native community indicate a 

people disatisfied by the manner and the results of how they had been 
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treated as an indigenous people and how their reserves were established. 

Contemporary accounts indicate a frustration, on the part of the Bella 

Coola people, with the misunderstanding that occurred when the reserves 

were originally surveyed in 1883. By the early 20th century traditional 

native food gathering had been curtailed by provincial regulation and 

alienation of land into non native hands. 

For the people of the Blackwater valley, land reserves were first 

allotted (sight unseen) by the Commissioner Vowell in 1901 and surveyed 

the same year (Department of Indian Affairs Schedule of Indian Reserves 

1913). These reserves represented established homestead sites with no 

land set aside to support traditional food gathering or the development 

of ranching opportunities (Minutes of Decision Stuart Lake Agency 

1916:826). In 1915 the McKenna-McBride Commission successfully lobbied 

for additional lands to begin the development of a ranching economy. As 

a result 10 additional land reserves were added to the official listing 

(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Official Listing of Indian 

Reserves 1981). 

Records of the McKenna-McBride Commissions also document the 

'dissolvement' of the Blackwater band which, was "at that time a sub­

group of the Nazkohwhotens" (Kew 1974:8). Between 1880 and 1916 this 

band appears to have been reduced in number by smallpox (Stuart Lake 

Agency Annual Report 1916). As such the Commission removed three of the 

four land reserves allocated to the Blackwater band. The remaining 
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members of the Blackwater went to live with the Trout Lake, Quesnel or 

Nazko Bands. Under the administrative structure of the Department of 

Indian and Northern Affairs the Blackwater band is now grouped with the 

Nazko Band (Stuart Lake Agency Annual Report 1916, Department of Indian 

and Northern Affairs Official Listing of Indian Reserves, 1981). It was 

the ancestors of this band that Mackenzie met while travelling between 

the Fraser River and Punchaw Lake (Mackenzie 1971:285). 

During the early 1900's, until the building of the Grand Trunk Railway 

between Prince George and Prince Rupert, Bella Coola provided the 'port 

of entry' for supplies and pioneers heading northwest to the Ootsa Lake 

and Burns Lake region. The trails between Bella Coola and Ulgatcho were 

kept open by use of horse pack-trains bringing supplies from Bella Coola 

to Ulgatcho (Friesen 1973). Ulgatcho was the meeting place of the 

trail westward from Bella Coola, eastward to Kluskus, Quesnel and Prince 

George, south to Anahim Lake or north to Burns Lake. 

A wagon road was built between Quesnel and the Blackwater country in 

1901 with the first non-native settler coming into the Nazko region) a 

Mr. Franklin (Kew 1974:9). In 1912 Tibbles settled near Punchezakut 

Lake while Joe Spehar developed homestead sites in the Nazko Valley and 

Udy Creek (Kew 1974:9). 

During the late 1920's one person of particular interest to the eastern 

sections of the Alexander Mackenzie Heritage Corridor was Paul 
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Krestenuk. Krestenuk, a Russian born immigrant to Canada established a 

fur trade network between Quesnel and Ulgatcho. Nineteen twenty-seven 

is the reputed date for Krestenuk's first trips between Quesnel and 

Ulgatcho. These first westward trips were completed in the winter 

season when the many swamps, lakes and rivers could be used as a 

highway system for horse and sleigh transportation. In the late 1920's 

Krestenuk gained fame when, with a native construction crew he up-graded 

the network of existing wagon roads between Nazko and Burns Lake. 

During the 1920's native life in the Blackwater region remained 

dominated by a fur trade economy supplemented by seasonal non-local wage 

employment and small scale ranching. Trading stores were maintained by 

~ Paul Krestenuk adjacent to both Kluskus and Ulgatcho. At least during 

the 19 20's, and early 1930's the store was opened in mid-winter to 

collect the first half of the season's catch and then re-opened later in 

the spring to exchange food and materials. Houses, stores and a church 

were built at Kluskus and Ulgatcho by 1900 but because of the unstable 

regional economy, it was rare that a person spent more than two 

continuous months at the villages (Goldman 1953). Neither the village 

site of Ulgatcho nor of Kluskus was located at a site possessing 

sufficient food to enable full time occupation. 

Frame houses were common at Ulgatcho with log construction being more 

the norm at Kluskus. Most houses were of a Eurocanadian design 
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utilizing trimmed lumber, glass windows, hinged doors and plank floors, 

New houses, built during the 1930's, had gables, wood shingled roofs 

and sashed windows. As Goldman recounts of Ulgatcho: 

one (house) owned by the village "captain", was 
built for him by a white carpenter entirely from 
milled lumber brought in from Bella 
Coola ••• consisted of two rooms of about equal 
size, one bedroom furnished with spring bed and 
mattress but used more for display than for 
sleeping. The main room is furnished with tables 
and chairs ••• Neat and immaculate, this house is 
for the "captain" a show piece that is 
universally admired (1953:22). 

On the other hand, an ordinary house; 

is about twenty feet square, with a four-sided 
gabled roof decoratively surmounted by a large 
wooden ball on a short wood pole. It has a 
narrow open verandah at the front. A badly 
hinged doorway leads to the main room in the 
center of which is an old castiron stove. At the 
rear, a pile of blankets, comforters and animal 
skins serves as bed and general lounge. There 
are no chairs; a smoothly worn wooden block does 
double duty as table or seat. After dark a 
feeble and smoky light is given by a rope wick in 
a frying pan of olachen or deer grease (1953:21). 

Early in the 20th century when stores were becoming common in Bella 

Coola the Ulgatcho people travelled the existing Bella Coola trail with 

pack horses. Local stories recount that during the 1920's pack-trains 

of over 50 horses would make the three day trip between Ulgatcho and 

Bella Coola. Reliance on, Bella Coola (or subsistence goods deminished 

with the development of services at Anahim Lake. Merchandise was first 

trucked to the stores in Anahim Lake by Stanley Dowling in the early 

1930's and a road linked Williams Lake to Anahim Lake by the time of the 
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first 'Anahim Lake Stampede' in the early 1930's. With the development 

of these services fewer and fewer native people travelled the trails 

between the Dean and Bella Coola. Though these trails would continue to 

be travelled occassionally by local ranchers and hunters and trappers, 

their significance to the regional economic and cultural life was 

diminishing (Blackwater History Program 1981). 

Like Ulgatcho in the west, the historic village of Kluskus represented 

a focal point for regional Southern Carrier economic and social life in 

the east. Though not as large as Ulgatcho, Kluskus shared many features 

Figure /6: Ulgatcho in 1937 (Goldman I953:BCPM) 
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trader, coalesced into a village of frame and log houses at the turn of 

the century. Kluskus Village was abandoned by the early 1950's. Oral 

accounts indicate that at the height of village life there were 26 

houses at Kluskus. In 1935, only about 12 rell!iined while in the early 

1950's less than five were habitable (Blackwater History Program 1981). 

The historic village sites.of Kluskus and Ulgatcho were abandoned for 

a number of reasons. Economic opportunities and social services were 

now offered at the towns of Anahim Lake, Nazko/Quesnel and Bella Coola. 

Land, better suited to raising livestock, was becoming available at 

Anahim Lake. As a result of the drop in value of fur prices the local 

trading store dim~nished its operation and finally, the church pressured 

people living in remote homesteads to move to the more accessible 

communities of Vanderhoof, Anahim Lake and Nazko to receive church 

service (Blackwater Histroy Program 1981). 

Between 1900 and 1930 social and cultural change in the native 

communities in the Bella Coola valley continued in the manner and at the 

pace first set by the Norwegian colonists in 1894. 

the native villages and non-native settlement of 

located on the north side of the Bella Coola valley. 

In the early years, 

Bella Coola were 

This was the sunny 

side. In 1900 a school house was constructed and in this same year the 

partnership of John Clayton and Tom Draney built one of the first 

regional fish canneries. In 1916 the government telegraph service 

reached Bella Coola and in 1913 a weekly newspaper, the Bella Coola 

Courier was established. 
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Figure 27: Bella Coola ca. 1913 (BCPM Newcombe Collection). 

All looked promising for the developing community until the summer of 

1924 when a series of floods devestated the town. The following year 

plans were made to move the townsite across the river to the south side. 

At this new location, on the dark side of the valley, many of the lots 

are reputed in shade between Thanksgiving (October) and Ground Hog Day 

(February). 

The regional Kimsquit, Talio and Kwatna native groups amalgamated at 

Bella Coola in the 1920's. Their economic activities now emphasised 

commercial fishing and logging, complemented by some farming and 

trapping. Many traditional pursuits were still continued although not 

as intensly as years previous. By the 1930's the traditional house 

styles had ceased to exist and descent groups were no longer predominant 

in Band operations. 

196 



Concluding Remarks 

Today the section of the Sir Alexander Mackenzie trail between the 

confluence of the Blackwater and Fraser Rivers in the east and Burnt 

Bridge Creek in the west offers the outdoor enthusiast an opportunity to 

follow a well established trail and wagon road over 100 km of back­

country. This landscape, now dotted with small homestead 'stick-

ranches' supports fewer people than at any other time in history. In 

the 1980s the resident population of the trail area does not exceed 30 

people. Many of the ranches and native reserves/homesteads have long 

since been abandoned. The houses defining the villages of Ulgatcho and 

Kluskus now function as wing shelters for wild horses, cowboys riding 

the range, or firewood to be used in a time of need. With each passing 

year fewer and fewer old buildings remain at these historic sites. 

Until recently, the region of the Blackwater Drainage could have been 

considered a cultural refugium. No roads had been built into the region 

and few people were aware that good access was provided by the Mackenzie 

Trail. For a livelihood people were dependent on fur trapping and small 

scale ranching. Most transportation and work was completed with horse 

power. It was within this region, and unique to British Columbia, that 

the native language was still the first language for many native 
• 

youngsters. It has been only within the last decade that resource 
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development 

isolation. 

and exploration have acted to modify this relative 

Under pressure from such conflicting land developments as 

logging, natural gas exploration and Park development roads have been 

built into the area and tourist facilities built. There has been a 

significant and unmanaged increase in non-resident traffic through the 

area. 

Though with each passing year there may become less of the homestead or 

fur trade life to see, the region still affords the tourist a valuable 

outdoor experience. In the simplest of terms, the experience of 

walking, for over 100 km, on the trail which was used in the first 

crossing of the North American continent , retains considerable 

significance and sense of adventure. 
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