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Over the past ten years the writing of local history has taken on a new
respectability in British Columbia; that is, if one may judge from the
number of local histories being published by reputable presses. But the
attitude persists that the local historian is an enthusiastic amateur and
that the only worthwhile material comes from a trained and skilled pro-
fessional, usually teaching at a university. There is some basis for this
distinction, because so much local history is poorly researched, poorly
written and poorly proofread; but the attitude is unfortunate, because
the two historians are not mutually exclusive and both contribute to their
readers’ knowledge and enjoyment. What is more, they have some prob-
lems in common. Because readers go to history with questions and for
insight, amateurs and professionals must know what they are setting out
to do, know the story they are telling, do their research honestly, and
then interpret that honest research in order to give the insights their
readers want.

The local historian, however, has problems that the “national” his-
torian usually escapes. Because so much of it is anecdotal, local history has
its own special problems. The good local historian is much like the ancient
bard whose job was to tell and retell the old and the very old stories.
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Because these bards are telling stories that few from outside the com-
munity know, they must use a kind of explanatory generalization; but at
the same time, because they are telling stories on which the local people
all consider themselves to be experts, they must be absolutely accurate
and detailed. In addition, the teller of good lively anecdotes requires the
fiction writer’s sense of form and structure, the dramatist’s skills with
dialogue and the poet’s awareness of the emotional impact of language.
To these skills, add the gift of creativity which breathes life into facts.
The “national” historian, too, can usually choose representative people to
illustrate points, but the local historian is almost obligated to catalogue
the host of people who helped create a community, never daring to miss
one, and somehow interpreting all the action without offending any living
member of those old families who might buy the book. What is more, the
“national” historian might write about British Columbia and live in
Ontario, British Columbia being a professional interest, whereas the local
historian usually lives in the community, or retains ties with it, and must
take forty whacks for every error, every vague statement and every name
misspelled.

Of the many local histories published in 1980, four illustrate the prob-
lems that writing local history creates. One, They Call It the Cariboo by
Robin Skelton, is about the high and dry interior, while the other three
are related in being set on the north coast. One of these, Bella Coola by
Cliff Kopas, is a welcome reprinting of a 1974 edition. The Nootka Con-
nection by Derek Pethick, subtitled “Europe and the Northwest Coast
1790-1795,” is more than a local history, because its range is the entire
Pacific Ocean and Nootka only the point in common for the rangings.
This book is excellent background reading for the Kopas volume and
for the third coast book, A Pour of Rain by Helen Meilleur, subtitled
“Stories from a West Coast Fort,” a volume giving the essence of life
around Fort Simpson — which became Port Simpson — over a period of
about a hundred years.

Although a new book on the Cariboo is usually welcome, Sono Nis
Press should never have published the Skelton book in its present form:
it exactly illustrates why the professional rejects local history. Who to
blame for this production is difficult to decide. Unfortunately the author’s
reputation as a poet and as a university professor gives the book a credi-
bility it does not deserve. While it has a slim index and no bibliography
other than a list in the acknowledgements, the extensive footnotes and
the many quotations imply that it is based on new and interesting scholar-
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ship. Skelton relies on a few older authors, but never questions their texts
and does not always go to the latest editions to find their corrections. He
should have seriously questioned the work of Mark Wade; and the entire
chapter on Soda Creek, Cedar Creek and Williams Lake illustrates the
disasters that can befall one who naively believes everything he is told in
an interview or accepts those proliferating caches of oral history tapes
which contain information that must be checked, re-checked, and cross-
checked. In effect, instead of adding new knowledge about the area
Skelton has been content with gutting the works of others — giving
credit where credit is unavoidable — and expanding a little on materials
already identified for him. Everything about the book suggests that his
purpose in writing was to add another item to his curriculum vitae and
to have that item paid for by a Canada Council Explorations grant.
The many factual errors implant the idea that Skelton is neither very
knowledgeable nor very enthusiastic about his subject matter, and they
create a mistrust of the book from the outset. In his “Author’s note and
acknowledgements™ he says that he travelled the Cariboo from 1963 to
1977, but his prologue indicates that he was neither very observant nor
very thoughtful when he calls Williams Lake “a huge expanse” of water
and Barkerville “an exact copy of the old town of the 1860’ and 70’s.”
Chapter 1 says that by 1807 Simon Fraser had helped found Fort Mc-
Cleod [sic] and had built Fort St. James “to compete with the Ameri-
cans who had supplanted the Russians on the Coast,” even though the
Americans were not established at Astoria until 1811. The chapter says
that fur trade in the Cariboo was “rich indeed,” whereas in fact the fur
trade there was disappointing. It says that “stories reached the coast” in
1745 of Chilcotin Indians massacring Carrier Indians at Chinlac, but
does not reveal who might have been on the coast to hear the stories or
to record them. Research some years ago changed what seemed to be an
American Washington Delaney Moses to British Wellington Delaney
Moses. By reason of geography Williams Lake in 1921 or at any other
time could not have “looked much like early Barkerville”; the highway
did not go right through that town until after World War II, and the
land on which Billy Lyne had his dairy farm and grist mill is some dis-
tance vertically and horizontally from the site of the present Williams
Lake airport. In Skelton the Collins Overland Telegraph becomes the
Overhead Telegraph, and that John Oliver ever really thought of him-
self as Prime Minister of British Columbia is doubtful. In addition to
such inexcusable errors, ambiguity abounds because Skelton sometimes
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includes material about which he knows too little, one example being
the Brigade Trails.

If errors such as those inspire little confidence, his spelling of names
should inspire even less, because the errors are more obvious. On page 7
he acknowledges the “great help” of Anne Mackenzie “Stephenson,” not
Stevenson; on the next page he spells Elliott — one of his sources of infor-
mation — with one “t” and then throughout the text adds or subtracts
the “t” as the fancy strikes him. He quotes extensively from the book that
Edith Beeson created from the diaries of Alex P. MclInnes, but she calls
her book Dunlevey, not Dunleavy as Skelton has it. Had he read to the
end of her prologue he would have found a photograph of a gravestone
and still another spelling, “Dunlevy,” one which should have made him
question Beeson or McInnes. Skelton’s “Stella Yah” on page 18 and in
his index becomes ‘““Stella-yah” on page 21. On page 38 the steamship
Umatilla is Umtilla. On page 61 “Robert Stephenson” helped Cariboo
Cameron, but on the next page he is “Stevenson.” Camerontown becomes
Cameronton, probably on the strength of Fred Ludditt’s Barkerville Days.
Olson, of Downes and Olson trundle-barrow fame, becomes “Oleson.”
Harry Moffat spelled the name of his Lansdowne Farm with an “e”;
though Skelton drops the “e”” on page 94, he replaces it on page gg9. That
is not a grave error, but Moffat spelled his own name with one “t” and
no one in the Quesnel area at the time, or in the entire Cariboo indeed,
confused him with Moffatt or Moffit, a problem Skelton introduces.
Those errors could easily have been eliminated, as could a few others,
such as Valkenburg, Bernard Weelman, McIntoshes and MacIntosh —
separated by only eight lines — Cookestown, Blanchett, Dessault, Verse-
peugh and Gooke.

Though Skelton wants to tell a good story, he does not have the pre-
requisites of the short-story writer or the novelist. Occasional one-liners
such as the one about Baptiste’s “mythical” ring add a bit of zest, as does
the melodramatic tale of the struck-it-rich Diller boy who arrived home
just in the nick of time to save his old mother from the poor-house, but
those two are very short. Sometimes instead of deciding on the truth of a
story himself, Skelton tells two or three versions of it and lets the readers
choose the one they like the best. In this way he betrays his readers: he
should have been examining his evidence and coming down on the side
of one story or another instead of having it all ways at once.

An early indication of this refusal to accept his responsibilities appears
in his discussion of the origin of the word “Cariboo.” Another appears in
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the naming of Dog Creek. Elsewhere he tells of a meeting of Indians at
Lac La Hache and then says “There is another version of this confer-
ence,” but he comes to no conclusion about which is the better. In telling
of the meeting of Dunleavy [sic] and Long Baptiste, Skelton seems to
want to accept the Beeson-McInnes version but does not want to offend
Captain Evans-Atkinson, who told him another.

Perhaps tired of relating two stories, Skelton often slips into even easier
modes of telling what he has not checked. He resorts to a dangerous prac-
tice in using “some say.” “Francois Guy (some say Frank Way) ... sold
58 mules and 4 horses there [at Beaver Lake] on September 1, 1861 for
$14,000.” ... Keithley and his partner J. P. Diller (some say George
Weaver) found gold on a bluff above a creek running into Cariboo
Lake.” “Some sources maintain that Dunleavy’s [sic] hotel was .
owned by Jim Sellars....” At other times Skelton uses an even less
scholarly technique, a parenthetical “or” or “perhaps,” or both com-
bined. “The most memorable packing venture of all perhaps was that
organized by John C. Callbreath (or Calbreath) of Lillooet. ...” The
carpenter in Barkerville was “Johnnie Knot (or Not).” On page 65
Bill Diller had become a leading citizen of New York City, but on the
page before Skelton calls him “Diller (or Dillar).” Steve Tingley brought
horses from California, “400 (perhaps 500).” The Fort Yale had been
built for “$26,000 (or perhaps $31,000)”’; the first stage-coach left Yale
with the driver being “James Down (or perhaps Charles G. Major).”
Other material is less easily checked: the superintendent of the San
Francisco mint is “supposed” to have predicted the Fraser River rush;
“It is said that at 40 feet” Billy Barker and his company “all despaired.

.25 “This mill . . . has been called the first flour mill in Cariboo. ...”;
“One man, it is reported, shot . .. [a camel] under the misapprehension
that it was an outsize grizzly....” Skelton does not indicate who said,
who called, or who reported.

In writing his social history Skelton has other interesting stylistic habits
such as failing to use brackets, or misusing them, misusing possessives,
and sometimes failing in logic. Page 151 illustrates several other recog-
nizable quirks as well as his use of parentheses — six sets in one para-
graph, though admittedly the paragraph is a long one. He is discussing a
group of volunteers “variously reported as consisting of the New West-
minster Volunteer Rifle Corps with the Hyack Fire Brigade, and as a
body of Marines and Sailors” who went up Bentinck Arm to “New
Aberdeen (Bella Coola).” “Whoever they were, they travelled toward
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Punze (or Punzi, or Punzee) Lake”; another group left the Cariboo led
by William G. Fox or William G. Cox and the groups met at “Punzee
(or Punzi or Punze)”; the party under “Cox (or Fox)” left for Bute
Inlet. In another version of the story, “Fox (or Cox) persuaded Chief
Alexis to act as intermediary ... [and] the Indians agreed to meet the
white men at an old Hudson’s Bay Fort (some say Chelamko [sic]
Forks)....”

Nothing in the book, though, shows Skelton’s attitude toward scholar-
ship so much as his use of the Beeson-MclInnes material on Dunlevy.
Edith Beeson was following the MclInnes version, itself questionable
though interesting, but in order to tell a better story than MclInnes, or
perhaps to add to the romantic picture of the Indian as orator, Skelton
takes liberties with an already liberally transcribed passage. In no way
indicating that he had doctored McInnes’ material, he focuses on an
Indian meeting at Lac La Hache in 1859 and on the speeches of two
Indian chiefs. According to page 63 of Beeson-McInnes, Dunlevy “sat
close to Baptiste” and was “straining to hear the meaning of each word
that the big Indian [Baptiste] was translating quietly in his own way.”
The speeches, therefore, come from the chiefs by way of quiet-speaking
Baptiste who was translating “in his own way” for Dunlevy who was
straining to hear and who then passed the speeches on to McInnes whose
manuscript Edith Beeson used; and hers Skelton saw.

Skelton takes these fifth-hand speeches, excises what he does not want
from the Beeson-MclInnes text, and presents them as verbatim. Taking
off, Skelton reports a long and glorious speech by Chief Dehtus about
keeping the white men out of the country. An excellent speech: rolling
and rousing rhetoric. An even more magnificent one follows, one by
Chief Looloo, whose passionate and brilliantly organized display of im-
promptu oratory takes an opposing stand, saying let the white man
come. The Beeson-McInnes text, however, indicates, on page 69, inter-
polations and interruptions, comments describing the audience and Dun-
levy’s own feelings. In reworking Beeson to make the Indian’s speeches
more arresting, more dramatic, more in keeping with the legendary ora-
torical prowess of the Indians, Skelton really perverts history. This perver-
sion of text would not have been so surprising had Skelton indicated what
he was doing, or had not given the impression of high scholarship.

Clifford Kopas has also played fast and loose with some of his sources,
but he makes clear at the outset that he has “no claim to being an his-
torian.” He had collected a ‘“‘veritable treasure house of stories, reminis-
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cences, diaries, clippings, letters, photographs,” and these, as “a fusion

of fact and fancy,” he wanted to develop into a “continuous account”
which would “perpetuate” the “romantic history of a beautiful corner
of British Columbia.” And a romantic history it is: Bella Coola.

Kopas’ organization is chronological, from the dim past of myth and
legend to the building of the road over the mountains to Williams Lake.
The first chapter reports on the early peoples of the area, and the second
on the exploring European ships which made their geographical advances
toward his focal point. On board Captain George Vancouver’s Discovery
was Lieutenant Johnstone, who, on g June 1793 saw the Indian village
at Bella Coola. Kopas has arrived at his locale and seldom wanders far
from the valley in his story.

He must, of course, go out and beyond with the land explorers, and
with them comes a change in Kopas’ techniques. Somewhat like Skelton
with the Beeson-McInnes material, but not so offensive because of Kopas’
disclaimer and his statement about “a fusion of fact and fancy,” Kopas
is not content with merely reporting on Mackenzie but instead tries to
make Mackenzie’s journal more interesting. In the second chapter Kopas
quotes extensively from Mackenzie, too extensively, and within a short
time is dramatizing, adding dialogue. Unfortunately Kopas is not so
smooth as Skelton, and Mackenzie’s stimulating speeches are not very
often believable: “ ‘You are the best of the voyageurs . . . and the stream
does not flow that voyageurs cannot navigate.” ” After one such speech
an inspired voyageur is brought to his feet: “ ‘Lead us, Chief . . . and we
will follow’.”

And Kopas moves to the cliché that western romance is made of. He
introduces “a beautiful Indian princess,” white men who speak “ ‘with
forked tongues’,” and indeed even the term * ‘crazy white men’.” In
some places the Indians almost use the obligatory “ugh,” and in other
they speak the tea-time language of the nineteenth-century drawing room.
The Indians question Peter White about Royal Engineers searching for
a road to the Cariboo: “ ‘Why for they hunt? Hiyu white man already
go that way’.” But when the Indian leader Stelles faces a bear, “ ‘the
bad bear, the one the white men call the grizzly’,” the language is totally
different: “ ‘Let us flee,” a woman cried softly.” Stelles took command
immediately: “ “‘Women and children go back down the trail. The men
will stay. We will kill the bear,” the chief said. ...” “ ‘When the bear is
passing yonder boulder . . . I will shout. The bear will rise up, and when
he is on his hind feet like a man, shoot him. Shoot to break his shoulders,
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you rr;en with muskets. The bow and arrow men will then pierce his
throat>."

Kopas certainly does tell the story of hisvaley, and though al of it is
informative much of it is less "thrilling” than he hoped it might be.
Remarkable characters like Palmer and Waddington and Begbie never
come to life. The story of Peter White and the Indian girl has no point;
and the marvellous material about James Y oung, the Overlander, is too
long and need not redly be in the book at all. Most of the time the never-
ending stories go on and on, but every once in a while, suddenly, comes
a surprise, a fine short and to the point account of something like the
Waddington massacre. Because it is so well written no reader will forget
the story of the Indians confusing the names of lan Black and Peter
White and how the confuson grew into the legend of the Bella Coola
Blackman.

One legend running through the early part isthe life of Sam Shields
of the Hudson's Bay Fort, whom the Indians adopt and later make chief.
Much of the action is epic, and much of the approach to White Sam is
that of ateller of epic tales. White Sam pops up everywhere. Like Odys-
seus and the axe heads, or like William Tell hitting the apple, Sam shoots
the topknot off a chief. In one fine passage Sam shoots the demoniacal
Dxilis, who is standing on the edge of a diff in the act of bringing his
war club down on the head of an unflinching missonary : "As the club
reached its apex and Dxilis was balanced on his toes, Sam pressed the
trigger. The bullet caught him under the arm-pit and as he crumbled he
fell over the brink into oblivion in the cauldron below." The Indiansflee,
thinking that God has intervened, and thus White Sam ensures the sur-
viva o Christianity in Bela Coola

In one touching episode White Sam takes a prisoner : "Her long black
hair, which she wore in two neat, tight braids, curled around her fore-
head and was festooned with a thousand globules of mist. She had a
pretty face and her body was trim and shapely and full of the promise
of womanhood.” Sam could have ransomed this dave, made her "the
plaything of her owner," given her away, or sold her "to a northern tribe
who might eat her in one of their cannibal dances." But White Sam was
taken by her looks, her grace, her smile: " 'Tonight [he said] you shall
cook my food and share my blanket'." This marriage was, of course,
"never blessed by clergy,” but it lasted "a full four decades': "White
Sam kept her, honored her and Ma-ree, whose name eventually became
Mary, cooked for him, bore and cared for his children and, on severa
occasions, indeed fought for him."



