Joseph Trutch and Indian Land Policy
ROBIN

FISHER

The Indians really haue no right to the
lands they claim, nor are they of any
actual value or utility to them....
It seems to me, therefore, both just and
politic that they should be confirmed in
the possession of such extents of land only
as are sufficient for their probable requirements for purposes of cultivation
and pasturage, and that the remainder
of the land now shut up in these reserves
should be thrown open to pre-emption.1
They said that first one chief had come,
then another and another, all saying the
same thing, and all afterwards cutting
and carving their lands.2
1864 w a s a Y ear °f change in the administration of the colony of British
Columbia; James Douglas retired from the governorship and Joseph
Trutch was appointed Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works. In the
area of Indian lands these changes in personnel were to be accompanied
by a shift in policy, and the effects of these changes were to be profound.
As Chief Factor of the Hudson's Bay Company in Victoria and as
Governor of Vancouver Island, Douglas negotiated a series of treaties by
which the Indians of southern Vancouver Island surrendered their land
"entirely and forever" in return for a few blankets and the reservation of
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certain lands for their use.3 Implicit in these treaties was the notion that
the aboriginal race exercised some kind of ownership over the land that
ought to be extinguished by the colonizing power, a view that was shared
by Douglas and the Colonial Office.4 By 1858, however, Douglas had
relinquished his position as Chief Factor and could no longer dip into
the stores of the Hudson's Bay Company for goods that would encourage
the Indians to surrender their land. Dependant on other sources of
finance, Douglas was unable to compensate the Indians for the alienation
of their lands because the Vancouver Island House of Assembly and the
Imperial Government each argued that the provision of funds for this
purpose was the other's responsibility.5 Although the shortage of funds
placed limitations on the implementation of Indian policy, Douglas continued to defend Indian rights. He made it clear that reserves were to be
laid out in accordance with the wishes of the Indians, 6 and once reserves
were established insisted that they were not to be reduced, either by the
encroachment of individual settlers or by the collective action of the
House of Assembly.7
In retrospect at least, the Indians of the colony were satisfied with the
treatment they had received under Douglas. More than ten years after
his retirement they still recalled and praised the manner in which he had
dealt with them. 8 In 1864 Douglas himself claimed that his reserve policy
"has been productive of the happiest effects on the minds of the natives." 9
Seemingly his remark had some validity, and yet after his retirement
many aspects of Douglas's policy were altered : and the man most respon3

Hudson's Bay Company Land Office Victoria, Register of Land Purchases from
Indians, 1850-1859, PABC. An analysis of these Treaties in relation to what is
known about Songhee ethnography has been written by Wilson Duff, " T h e Fort
Victoria Treaties," B.C. Studies, no. 3, Fall 1969, passim.

4

Carnarvon to Douglas, 11 April 1859, B.C. Papers, p. 18.
The Daily British Colonist, 18 June i860. Newcastfe to Douglas, 19 October 1861,
B.C. Papers, p. 20.
Moody to Cox, 6 March I 8 6 I , Good to Moody, 5 March 1861, Parsons to Turnball, 1 May 1861, Douglas to Moody, 27 April 1863, B.C. Papers, pp. 2 1 , 22,
and 27.
Douglas to Lytton, 9 February 1859, B.C. Papers, p. 15. Douglas to Helmcken,
5 February 1859, Vancouver Island House of Assembly, Correspondence
Book,
August 12, 1856 to July 6Y 185g, Archives of British Columbia Memoir no. IV,
Victoria, 1918, p. 47.

5

6

7

8

9

Lenihan to Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, 7 November 1875, Report of
the Deputy Superintendent
of Indian Affairs for 18J5, [Ottawa, 1876], p . 54.
(Hereafter cited as Report on Indian
Affairs).
Minutes of the Meeting of the Legislative Council, 21 January 1864, British
Columbia, Journal of the Legislative Council of British Columbia, New Westminster,
1864, P- 2.

Joseph Trutch and Indian Land Policy

5

sible for the reversal was one whom Douglas had recommended for the
position of Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works.10
Joseph Trutch had come to British Columbia in 1859 with eight
years' experience behind him as a surveyor and farmer south of the 49th
parallel. His interest in the gold colony in the early years was in building
roads and bridges, surveying townships and establishing farms, and in
amassing a personal fortune. T o him the colony was an area of land
requiring development. Consequently anything, or more importantly
anyone, who stood in the way of that development had to be moved.
Moreover Trutch was very much a product of imperial England's
confidence in the superiority of her own civilization. Other races came
somewhat lower on the scale of human existence than the English, and
the North American Indian was barely part of the scale at all. In a
reference to the Indians of Oregon Territory Trutch used revealing
terminology. "I think they are the ugliest & laziest creatures I ever saw,
& we shod, as soon think of being afraid of our dogs as of them . . J"11
The indigenous American tended towards the bestial rather than the
human to Trutch; and his view was essentially unmodified by continued
contact with the Indians. During the years between 1859 and 1864 he
employed Indians on his public works projects in British Columbia, 12 and
as Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works he visited Indian villages in
many parts of British Columbia. Yet he continued to see the Indians as
uncivilized savages. In 1872 he told the Prime Minister of Canada that
most of the British Columbian Indians were "utter Savages living along
the coast, frequently committing murder and robbery amongst themselves, one tribe upon another, and on white people who go amongst
them for the purpose of trade." 13
Trutch had stereotyped the Indians as lawless and violent, and was
frequently preoccupied with the need to suppress them by a show of
force. Douglas, on the other hand, had argued "that they should in all
respects be treated as rational beings, capable of acting and thinking for
themselves." 14 He had been firm in dealing with Indian "lawlessness,"
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but also had an appreciation of the possible value of the Indians as allies
and avoided offending them unnecessarily. Douglas had to cope with the
potentially dangerous situation that followed the influx of miners in
1858, and in doing so he trod with great caution. Subordinates who also
dealt circumspectly with disputes between miners and Indians were
praised, while those who interfered hastily were reprimanded. Douglas's
personal capacity for settling disputes was strikingly demonstrated at
Hill's Bar in 1858. Strong words were said to each side, but he also took
one of the Indian leaders involved in the affray into the government
service. Douglas wrote that the man was "an Indian highly connected in
their way, and of great influence, resolution and energy of character,"
and he proved to be "exceedingly useful in settling other Indian difficulties."15 It was an action that Trutch would have been quite incapable of
taking. Rather he enunciated the typical colonialist's misconception that
the indigenous people had no mechanism for ending hostilities,16 an
attitude that would render him incapable of using Indians to settle
disputes. Violence amongst the Indians themselves was bad enough, but
violence directed against Europeans was the ultimate breakdown of the
colonial situation. What was needed in such cases, thought Trutch, was a
theatrical demonstration of European power. The dispatch of warships
to coastal trouble spots, for example, would produce "a salutary impression" on the Indians.17 Douglas wanted the law to operate "with the
least possible effect on the character and temper of the Indians,"18 while
Trutch insisted that English law must be "enforced at whatever cost."19
Douglas most often referred to the "Native Indians," but Trutch
seldom called them anything other than "savages," and was skeptical
about their capacity for "improvement." After twenty years on the
northwest coast, and even a visit to Metlakatla, he was to remark that
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"I have not yet met with a single Indian of pure blood whom I consider
to have attained even the most glimmering perception of the Christian
creed." 20 The reason for this situation, according to Trutch, was that "the
idiosyncrasy of the Indians of this country appears to incapacitate them
from appreciating any abstract idea, nor do their languages contain any
works by which such a conception could be expressed."21 There is no
evidence that Trutch was particularly fluent in any of the Indian
languages, or that he had made any study of Indian religion, poetry or
art. But then stereotypes are seldom based on concrete evidence; they are
more often than not the product of ignorance.
It was these views regarding colonial development and the total inferiority of the Indian that governed Trutch's attitude to the question of
Indian land. His attitudes coalesced to produce something of an obsession with the idea that the Indians were standing in the way of the
development of the colony by Europeans. The absolute superiority of
English culture implied an obligation to colonize new areas. Therefore,
to men like Trutch, the Indians had to be relieved of as much land as
possible, so that it could be "properly" and "efficiently" used by Europeans. For Trutch British Columbia's future lay in agriculture. T h e
colony's development had to be fostered by "large and liberal" land
grants to settlers," 22 and Indian claims to land could not be allowed to
hinder this development. As governor, Douglas had also been an advocate
of colonial development through European settlement, but he had not
allowed this view to override his concern for Indian rights. In contrast
to Douglas who wanted to protect the Indians from the progress of
settlement, Trutch wanted to move them out of the way so that settlement could progress.
When Douglas recommended Trutch for the position of Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works it was because he thought he was an
efficient surveyor and engineer, not because of any ability Trutch might
have had to deal with Indian affairs. Perhaps Douglas thought that the
governor would continue to dominate this area of the administration of
the colony just as he had done. But, with the possible exception of
Frederick Seymour, subsequent governors were neither as interested nor
20
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as competent to deal with the Indians. Unlike Chief Factor Douglas,
Seymour took over the administration of British Columbia as a careerist
governor, his most recent post having been Governor of British Honduras.
He lacked no confidence in his own ability to deal with native races,
however. Early in his governorship of British Columbia he gained local
popularity and praise from 14 Downing Street for his dealing with the
Chilcotin Indians responsible for the killings at Bute Inlet in 1864. Praise
for his firm handling of this affair seems to have upset his judgment
somewhat, and he blotted his copybook at the Colonial Office by noting
in a despatch that, in the event of a real emergency, "I may find myself
compelled to follow in the footsteps of the Governor of Colorado . . . and
invite every white man to shoot each Indian he may meet."23
Efforts to suppress violence apart, however, Seymour's concern for
the Indians of British Columbia was chiefly a matter of dispensing
largesse rather than protecting their interests. Soon after his arrival
Seymour became aware that the Indians felt that with the departure of
Douglas from official life, they had lost a protector and a friend. The
new governor determined to demonstrate to the Indians that he had
"succeeded to all the powers of my predecessor and to his solicitude for
their welfare."24 His method of making this point clear was to extend an
invitation to the Indians to come to Government House in New Westminster and celebrate the Queen's birthday. On the first of several of
these occasions, in 1864, a luncheon was provided at the expense of the
government; but the guests were informed that the rewards "to all good
Indian Chiefs" would be greater next time.25 Accordingly Seymour
requested the colony's agents in London to forward "one hundred canes
with silver gilt tops of an inexpensive kind, also one hundred small and
cheap English flags suitable to canoes 20 to 30 feet long."26
These gatherings provided the Indian leaders with an opportunity to
express their opinion on matters that concerned them more acutely than
free luncheons and gilt canes. On at least three occasions the Indians
present at the celebration petitioned Seymour to protect their reserves.27
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The first time the reply was clear. "You shall not be disturbed in your
reserves," the Indians were told.28 Three years later the reply was a little
more equivocal, as the Indians were assured their reserves would not be
reduced without Seymour's personal inspection.29 The actual wording of
the replies is, however, somewhat immaterial. While Seymour was making
reassuring gestures at Queen's birthday celebrations, Trutch was carrying
out a reallocation of reserves that involved a considerable reduction in
size, and there is no evidence that Seymour visited any of the reserves
concerned. In relation to the Indians' land, Seymour's professed "solicitude for their welfare" was verbal rather than actual.
The restraining hand of Douglas had been removed, and Seymour was
less concerned than his predecessor about Indian rights regarding land.
Consequently Trutch was able to execute his policy of reducing reserves.
The first step in the process of whittling down the reserves was taken
towards the end of 1865. In July of that year Phillip Nind, Gold Commissioner at Lytton, wrote to the Colonial Secretary regarding the
reserves of the Indians of the Thompson River area. Nind claimed that
"These Indians do nothing more with their land than cultivate a few
small patches of potatoes here and there," although he noted that some
groups were leasing grazing land to white settlers. The main point of his
letter was that Indians were claiming "thousands of acres of good arable
and pasture land admirably adapted for settlement." 30 This letter was
apparently referred to Trutch for his comments. He made his views clear.
H e had already expressed the opinion that one of the most important
ways in which the settler could prosper in British Columbia would be by
farming to supply the mining population. 31 The thought of Indians
standing in the way of this development was abhorrent to him.
I am satisfied from my own observation that the claims of Indians over
tracts of land, on which they assume to exercise ownership, but of which
they make no real use, operate very materially to prevent settlement and
cultivation, in many instances besides that to which attention has been
directed by Mr. Nind, and I should advise that these claims should be as
soon as practicable enquired into and defined.32
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Seymour felt that it was too late in the year for a general reduction of
reserves but, forgetting his promise to the Indians, he agreed to the
reallocation of the Thompson River reserves.33 Walter Moberly, assistant
surveyor-general of the colony, was requested to inquire into the matter
and on the basis of his report 34 Trutch informed the governor that the
reserves were "entirely disproportionate to the numbers or the requirements of the Indian Tribes." 35 No accurate census had been taken of the
Indians so Trutch could not know what their numbers were, and their
land requirements were of course as Trutch, and not the Indians, assessed
them. But these things were relatively unimportant for, as Trutch concluded,
Much of the land in question is of good quality, and it is very desirable,
from a public point of view, that it should be placed in possession of white
settlers as soon as practicable, so that a supply of fresh provisions may be
furnished for consumption in the Columbia River mines, and for the accommodation of those travelling to and from the District.36
In short, the land was valuable, and therefore, even though it had been
reserved for them, the Indians had to make way for settlement. By
October 1866 a notice was appearing in the Government Gazette indicating that the reserves of the Kamloops and Shuswap Indians had been
redefined. The so-called "adjustment" meant that out of a forty mile
stretch of the Thompson River the Indians were left with three reserves,
each of between three and four square miles. The remainder of the land
hitherto reserved for them was to be thrown open for pre-emption by
settlers from 1 January 1867.37
The reallocations carried out in the Kamloops area provided a precedent that was applied by Trutch when he effected a second series of
reductions involving the Indian reserves in the lower Fraser area. The
move to reduce these reserves originated in the British Columbia Legislative Council, when John Robson moved in February 1867, that the
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