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Following the creation of the Williston Lake reservoir in 1968 
the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay, in an act of defiance, abandoned their 
new reserves near Mackenzie, BC in an attempt to return to a tra-
ditional way of life. Initially settling en masse on a bluff that once 
overlooked the historic village of Old Ingenika, community mem-
bers soon began to move out onto the land as they had done prior to 
the creation of the reservoir; ignoring the province’s denial of the 
Ingenika Tsay Keh’s claim of ownership. Along with the Ingenika 
Tsay Keh Nay came missionaries, both Roman Catholic and Men-
nonite. From the point of view of the province they were all 
squatters on Crown land. Yet when the move was made to re-
establish a settlement at Tucha Lake, the province informed the 
local Mennonite missionary that while the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay 
by right and policy were allowed to do so, the same was not true 
for him or his family. Although officially due to his lack of Aborig-
inal rights, the way the province worded the warning shows that at 
some level they saw the missionary as instrumental to this move. 
Although ultimately unsuccessful as a warning, this occurrence 
highlights the fact that rhetoric suggesting land claims in British 
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Columbia originated from outside agitators was alive and well into 
the 1970s. The Mennonite missionary was not only the only non-
Indigenous individual involved in the community. Yet, despite be-
ing equally involved in the community, none of the others seem to 
have received a similar warning, a situation that suggests some 
outsiders were viewed with more suspicion than others. As a re-
sult, the interactions between the provincial government and the 
Mennonite missionary not only reveal the lingering rhetoric of the 
early Aboriginal land question in British Columbia, but also the 
complicated relationship between the agents of political and cul-
tural colonialism. 

The BC Aboriginal Land Question 

Following the creation of the Colony of Vancouver Island in 
1849, fourteen treaties were signed with First Nations, around pre-
sent-day Victoria, Nanaimo and Port Hardy, by the Colony’s 
second governor James Douglas. Like other Indian treaties in Can-
ada of the period, the so-called Douglas Treaties were signed by 
colonial officials in an attempt to legitimize European settlement in 
the colony by extinguishing Aboriginal title. Unlike most of the 
other colonies in British North America, however, no additional 
treaties were signed in the Colony of Vancouver Island or indeed 
any of the other colonies (the shorted lived Colony of the Queen 
Charlotte Islands and the Colony of British Columbia) or territory 
(the short lived Stickeen Territories) that preceded the creation of 
the province of British Columbia in 1871. Although at least partial-
ly due to a lack of funds in the colonies, combined with the 
unwillingness of the Colonial Office to pay for them, the decision to 
not sign additional treaties not only reflected the racist views of 
the time, but also shaped Indigenous-settler relations in the prov-
ince to this day. As a result, the next two treaties in British 
Columbia would not be signed until 1899 (Treaty 8) and 1998 (the 
Nisga’a Final Agreement) respectively, with the first, Treaty 8, ef-
fectively ignored by the provincial government of the time with a 
western boundary that, despite a recent British Columbia Supreme 
Court ruling, remains highly contentious today.1  

In order to deal with Indigenous land rights, the colonies of 
Vancouver Island and British Columbia adopted a policy of small 
reserves (after 1871 the claim would be that they used a formula of 
ten acres per family of five) that would continue after their merger 
in 1866 and confederation in 1871.2 Miserly in comparison to the 
reserve formulas found in the Numbered Treaties that allotted 160 
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or 640 acres per family of five, this formula was unfortunately pro-
tected by the Colony’s Terms of Union and even after conflict with 
the federal government would only be amended to twenty acres 
per family of five in 1874.3 This agreement, however, proved short 
lived and two reserve commissions and an inquiry – the Joint Indi-
an Reserve Commission, the McKenna-McBride Commission and 
the Ditchburn-Clark Inquiry – were organized to deal with the In-
dian land question in the province. The latter was followed by a 
special joint committee of parliament in 1927 in which Ottawa de-
clared the matter settled. Once known as the Great Settlement, it 
was hoped that the Aboriginal lands question in British Columbia 
was answered once and for all.4 It was not. 

Outside Agitators 

From the point of view of many provincial officials of the time 
Indigenous people not only lacked a concept of land ownership, 
but, due to their “primitive” state, were incapable of truly under-
standing such a foreign concept.5 Nothing could be further from 
the truth.6 As a result, the numerous demands, both oral and writ-
ten, made by them were often downplayed as really originating 
from well-meaning bleeding hearts. Among this ill-defined collec-
tive of alleged troublemakers were the many Anglican, Methodist, 
and Roman Catholic missionaries working throughout the prov-
ince.7 During the colonial period some had created “model 
villages,” which often functioned as mini-theocracies.8 It was 
therefore suggested that those missionaries who were “helping” 
their “followers” were less concerned about Indigenous land rights 
and more concerned about how BC treaty and land policy would 
affect them in their missionary activities.9 This accusation was not 
entirely without merit. Not only did the province point to individu-
als like Anglican missionary Arthur O’Meara, the so-called “Friend 
of the Indians,” who for twenty years helped the Nisga’a make 
their claim, but also his compatriot William Duncan, who had quite 
famously relocated his entire mission to the United States in part 
due to disputes he had over reserve land and the imposition of the 
Indian Act onto his “model” society.10 

O’Meara and Duncan are two rather famous examples. They 
were not alone, however. In part this situation existed because In-
digenous people were unfamiliar with the new system being 
implemented in British Columbia. As Nisga’a politician Frank Cal-
der recalled in 2003 nations like his own often received a basic 
education regarding how the colonial system worked after talking 
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to local missionaries about their grievances.11 Beyond providing 
information on how to raise their concerns in a way that the colo-
nial state would comprehend, as educated individuals, 
missionaries often helped Indigenous people draft petitions to the 
state.12 Indeed, one of the reasons why O’Meara connected with the 
Nisga’a was because in 1909 he had worked with follow Methodist 
missionary Charles Tate and barrister John Clark to produce a 
land claims petition for the Cowichan.13 

Beyond providing aid, the missionaries also acted on their own. 
Methodist missionary Thomas Crosby for example wrote to the 
superintendent general of Indian Affairs, Prime Minister John A. 
MacDonald, on 28 June 1882 to not only inform him about how In-
dian Reserve Commissioner Peter O’Reilly was laying out reserves 
in the province, but also to ask him to intervene to correct the situ-
ation. Three years later former Anglican missionary Robert 
Tomlinson did the same.14 

Even the conservative and ultramontane Roman Catholic Ob-
late Order got involved in the lands question in early British 
Columbia. As historian Lynn Blake shows in her article, “Oblate 
Missionaries and the ‘Indian Land Question,’” across the colony, 
and after 1871 the province, the Order first served as intermediar-
ies between their claimed flock and the colonial state, only to 
eventually realize that many of the problems they were dealing 
with stemmed from the Aboriginal land question.15 According to 
Blake the turning point came when Bishop Louis-Joseph 
D’Herbomez, the vicar apostolic of British Columbia, personally 
wrote the federal Minister of Public Works, Louis-Hector Lange-
vin, on 29 September 1871 requesting a treaty for his claimed flock 
and reserves based on a population formula similar to the ones on 
the Prairies. When this appeal failed to change the policy Bishop 
D’Herbomez ordered the priests in his diocese to press the matter 
with the new provincial government at every available opportuni-
ty.16 Aware that this order could be perceived as ordering 
D’Herbomez’s coadjutor bishop, Pierre-Paul Durieu, he reminded 
the priests to take care not to give the impression that they were 
the source of the claim.17 

Ultimately it was this perception that put an end to this early 
period of the Aboriginal land question in British Columbia. In re-
sponse to these outside agitators the province was able to convince 
the federal government to amend the Indian Act in 1910 and 1927, 
first to restrict the use of band funds with regard to land claims 
and then prevent the use of other funds as well.18 The latter 
amendment, combined with the Great Settlement, did not end the-
se claims per se, but did effectively drive them underground until 
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these restrictions were lifted in 1951.19 It was in this atmosphere 
that the Calder Case emerged and despite the 1973 ruling techni-
cally being a loss it nonetheless strengthened land claims 
throughout the province.20 Until then, however, bands had to make 
do with what little land they had “protected” in the form of re-
serves. The Fort Grahame Tsay Keh Nay were one of these bands. 

The Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay 

Currently there are over two hundred distinct First Nations in 
British Columbia that speak more than thirty different languages 
that fall into seven distinct language families.21 The northern half 
of British Columbia east of the Coast Mountains is dominated by 
the Na-Dene (Athabaskan) language family. In the center are the 
Tsek’ehne. Historically known as the Sekani, Sicannie or Sikanni, 
the Tsek’ehne nation currently consist of the Kwadacha, McLeod 
Lake, and Tsay Keh Dene First nations with a sizeable portion of 
the Takla Lake First Nation having Tsek’ehne ancestry. Each na-
tion has its own preferred spelling of the collective name with 
Kwadacha using Tsek’ene, McLeod Lake Tse’khene, and Tsay Keh 
Dene Tsay Keh Nay. 

The Tsek’ehne first encountered Europeans on 9 June 1793 
when North West Company fur trader Sir Alexander MacKenzie 
startled a group of Tsek’ehne as he and his crew passed by while 
traveling down up the Parsnip River.22 It was not until 1805 that a 
fur trade post was constructed in Tsek’ehne traditional territory on 
the shores McLeod Lake. It was followed by Fort Connolly on Bear 
Lake in 1826/1827 and Fort Grahame sixty-five miles up the Finlay 
River in 1870. The last major fur trade post in Tsek’ehne tradition-
al territory, Fort Ware, started out as an independent trading post 
only to be purchased by the Hudson’ Bay Company in 1926.23 (See 
Map 1) These fur trade posts were located at pre-existing 
Tsek’ehne settlement sites and served local Tsek’ehne.24 As time 
went on, however, members of historic Tsek’ehne groups like the 
Tseloni, Tslotana, Sasuchan, Yutuwichan and Tsekani proper be-
came associated with their local fur trade post and became known 
as the Fort “X” Band.25 For example, the Fort Grahame Band in-
cluded members from the first four groups who regularly traded at 
Fort Grahame.26 

As a result of the McKenna-McBride Commission the Fort Gra-
hame Tsay Keh Nay had received two reserves in northern British 
Columbia totalling 488 acres.27 To put this area into context, had 
they lived on the Prairies and signed a Numbered Treaty their total 
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reserve size would have been around 1,792 or 7,168 acres based on 
a total population of fifty-six and the previously mentioned formu-
las of 160 or 640 acres per family of five.28 Fortunately for them 
they were never restricted to these reserves and due to the lack of 
widespread successful European settlement in their traditional 
territory continued to live on the land as their ancestors had.29  

 

 

Figure 1. Map of British Columbia with Tsek’ehne villages, ca. 1976. 

All of this began to change in 1956, however, when the province 
began to look into developing the area with the help of Axel Wen-
ner-Gren, a Swedish mult-millionare.30 In a move believed by 
members of the community to ease negotiations, Indian Affairs 
united it with the Fort Ware Band in 1959 to form the Finlay River 
Band.31 It was this band that Indian Affairs would later claim ap-
proved the exchange of Finlay Forks No. 1 for Tutu Creek No. 4 
and Parsnip River No. 5 in anticipation of the former being flooded 

Victoria 
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by the W.A.C. Bennett Dam.32 Despite an expected completion date 
of 1968, however, neither new reserve was ready until October 
1971.33 In the meanwhile the members of the Fort Grahame section 
of the Finlay River Band were expected to live in temporary for-
estry camps along the ever increasing reservoir.34 

This expected outcome did not happen, however. Displeased 
with their living accommodations the individuals in the forestry 
camps began to agitate for change, even attracting limited media 
attention. Increasingly more and more of them questioned the le-
gitimacy of the previously mentioned reserve exchange as well as 
the creation of the Finlay River Band itself. Indeed, to this day 
many are unfamiliar with how it happened or why. Either way in 
the winter of 1970-1971 the Finlay River Band voted itself out of 
existence with Indian Affairs approval. Then in the summer of 
1971 the reborn Fort Grahame Band relocated en masse to the 
bluffs above Old Ingenika.35 (See Map 1) This move was without 
official sanction and represented a direct challenge to both levels 
of government. Rather than forcibly removing them, Indian Affairs 
and the BC Forest Service “allowed” them to squat on Crown land 
with the hope that they would eventually see the error of their 
ways and return to one of their reserves.36 

Ingenika 

The rebirth of Ingenika was not a spontaneous event. Rather, it 
was the result of years of planning following the completion of the 
WAC Bennett Dam. The first family to return had done so to es-
cape the poverty, violence and substance abuse that existed in the 
forestry camps, often as a result of people self-medicating to deal 
with the immediate impacts of the Williston Lake reservoir. In 
their view they were returning to their family’s traditional territo-
ry for the summer. This move was not purely for pleasure. The 
family wanted to combat colonial erasure through their very pres-
ence as well as resist perceived Indian Affairs pressure to the 
relocate to Tutu Creek No. 4. As the time to return approached, 
however, they decided to make the move permanent and soon be-
gan to encourage those living in the forestry camps to come join 
them.37 As with early land claims in the province the increasing 
desire to relocate was not only recognized by Indian Affairs, but 
also initially attributed to an unnamed outside influence.38 Never-
theless, initially the new village of Ingenika received limited 
official support. What aid Indian Affairs was willing to provide, 
however, was directly connected to community “living the Indian 
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way of life.”39 The primary motive seems to have been to try to 
prevent a media firestorm should the band members attempt to 
evacuate en masse as soon as winter set in.40 

The Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay were not the only individuals living 
in this community, however. Old Ingenika may have been gone, but 
the BC Forest Service water bomber based on the bluffs above it 
remained.41 Watching over it was the family of a local guide, who 
had been connected to the community prior to the creation of the 
Williston Lake reservoir and knew many of the band members.42 
Aside from them there was also the family of a Mennonite mission-
ary, Thomas (Tom) Mendel Buerge, who had moved up with the 
community and lived among them.43 Originally from Albany, Ore-
gon, they were connected to the Albany Mennonite Church, which 
was part of the Mennonite Church (MC) and is now part of Men-
nonite Church USA.44 

Far from being complete outsiders both families were an im-
portant part of the community and as time went on intermarried 
into it. Yet, when a representative from the Department of National 
Health and Welfare visited the community in September 1971 he 
named Tom the local lay dispenser without consulting the chief or 
council.45 In essence the federal government was attempting to use 
the Mennonite missionary as their agent in the community. In do-
ing so they not only de facto legitimized the community by 
providing it services, but also the presence of the Mennonite mis-
sionary and his family with in the community by making him an 
official service provider.46 They were also challenging his role as 
an Indigenous ally by placing him in a position of power and au-
thority over Indigenous community members. For a missionary, 
who was already offering a saviour to the community, this situation 
was problematic to say the least.47 After all, one of the key prob-
lems during the early Aboriginal land question in British Columbia 
was that the colonial state saw missionaries as usurping Indige-
nous power and authority rather than serving as what we would 
call today allies. 

Although no official reason is given for the decision to make the 
Mennonite missionary lay dispenser there are few possibilities. 
First and foremost it would appear to be based on the perceived 
connection the missionary had to the community as well as the fact 
he was non-Indigenous. Of course the guide also fit this descrip-
tion, but unlike the missionary he was already connected to a state 
agency, the BC Forest Service.48 In addition, his job kept him out of 
the community for extended periods of time and therefore the role 
would have fallen to his wife.49 Paradoxically, however, while the 
fact he was a missionary does not appear to have played any spe-
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cial role per se, it would appear that by naming a missionary to this 
position the federal government was following an historic trend. 
Mennonites were not the only missionaries working among the 
band and it was actually Roman Catholic Oblate missionaries that 
had played the biggest role in the community and had worked as 
federal agents in the past both officially at the Lejac Residential 
School and unofficially as intermediaries.50 This role was particu-
larly important as the local Indian Agent rarely visited the 
community prior to the destruction of Fort Grahame.51 Further-
more, it had been the Oblates who ran the local summer school 
prior in the 1930s and the Lejac Residential School since 1922.52 
Unfortunately like the guide they were not in the community year-
round. 

Back to the Land 

Between 1971 and 1975 the Ingenika Band attempted to reach a 
settlement with the federal government and province regarding 
reserve land at Ingenika. Sticking points included the refusal by 
the province and Indian Affairs to create a reserve larger than 500 
acres at Ingenika Point as well as the refusal of the band to simply 
exchange existing reserve land. In their view any new reserve land 
would serve as compensation for the destruction of their homeland. 
When negotiations completely broke down in 1975 the band simply 
decided to ignore the colonial state and govern themselves accord-
ingly.53 

As a result, during the summer of 1976 band members began to 
return to traditional family settlement sites.54 Rather than repre-
senting the death the village of Ingenika, however, the move was 
seen as the revitalization of traditional ways of life in which fami-
lies lived within their own territory for most of the year, 
periodically returning to central village sites as needed. Beyond 
the cultural importance of this move, however, the Ingenika Tsay 
Khe Nay appear to have hoped that by using their traditional terri-
tory they could convince the federal and provincial governments to 
agree to a better settlement. Until then they would treat it as the 
unsurrendered land it was.55 

This move caused a certain amount of concern among both pro-
vincial and federal officials. Now not only was the band not living 
on one of its three reserves, but the physical footprint of the band 
was increasing in size. From the perspective of Canadian law all of 
this land was Crown land that the band was squatting on and po-
tentially having a negative impact on resource extraction in the 
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area. However, as with the initial move to Ingenika Point, the deci-
sion was ultimately made to allow band members to proceed with 
their plans as they were doing so to live a traditional way of life. 
Unlike before, however, this right was not even de facto extended 
to the Mennonite missionary or his family.56 Instead the BC Forest 
Service informed the missionary that he would be permitted to go 
as a guest of the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay so that the education of 
the children would not be disrupted.57 His brother James on the 
other hand was merely told that he had no right to live on Crown 
land and therefore the province was happy that he and his family 
would not do so.58 

At first these comments might not seem like much of a warning. 
After all the province had only told the brother of the missionary 
that he had no right to live on Crown land. There were a few key 
points in the communications that exposed it as the warning it was. 
First and foremost there is the fact that the missionary assured the 
province that the move was merely a camping trip and not a relo-
cation.59 Second, the province did not believe him and while openly 
stating that he was allowed to live with the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay 
so that school was not interrupted, the BC Forest Service was in-
sistent that this situation was temporary and that once a reserve 
was created the role of the missionary would be clarified.60 It did 
not help that not only had he informed both the BC Forest Service 
and Indian Affairs what the nation was planning, but that he also 
freely served as a source information to both the BC Forest Service 
and Indian Affairs to the point that the BC Forest Service saw him 
as the chief negotiator for the community.61 Third, despite the BC 
Forest Service using Aboriginal rights and education as the ra-
tionale for allowing the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay and missionary to 
live on the land, an internal Indian Affairs letter makes it clear 
that the province viewed them as trespassers and was only held 
back for evicting them by a desire to improve relations with the 
Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay so that a final agreement could be 
reached.62 Indeed, it would appear the only reason why the mis-
sionary and his brother were treated differently was because the 
brother’s wife Jean and three of their children had been lost in a 
tragic rafting accident while heading to Tucha Lake and it was the 
wives of the missionary and his (Jean and Wanda) that were the 
actual teachers. (See Map 1) In short, had it been the missionary’s 
wife Wanda that died, it would have been him that was applauded 
for not living on Crown land while his brother would have been 
told he was merely a guest among the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay, 
permitted to stay because of their educational requirements.63 In 
this context statements like “we are pleased to hear that it is not 
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your intention to establish yourself in any way on Crown Land”64 
and “you will realize that the native people have accrued many 
rights and privileges which do not accrue to others”65 clearly come 
across as warnings, especially when followed by “please accept our 
sympathies for the tragic loss which has occurred to your fami-
ly.”66 Even the fact that they addressed to the brother and not the 
missionary is a misleading distinction as the close knit community 
that they lived in would almost guarantee the information was 
shared and talked about, particularly when you consider that the 
brother would be relying on his support network to help him deal 
with the death of his wife and three of their children. In short the 
brother had two choices in his hour of need, defy the province and 
live with the missionary and others at Tucha Lake or obey the 
province and live somewhere else.  

Adding injury to insult a similar warning was not issued to the 
guide and his family or the Oblates. The guide presented an inter-
esting situation. By the very nature of his work he often had to 
leave the village to be on the land. Indeed, since he had a trapline 
he had usufructuary rights to live on Crown land in the area, some-
thing the Ingenika band member as a whole did not.67 Challenging 
these rights would have been problematic to say the least. Perhaps 
more importantly, however, since 1971 he and his wife had opened 
a store in the community and in doing so helped the community 
exist. Nevertheless, this store anchored his family to the communi-
ty in ways the Mennonite missionary’s mission did not. Had things 
gotten out of hand the province could have simply stepped in to 
close the store in order to prevent the sale of goods to those band 
members who decided to relocate out of the village. Perhaps more 
importantly, however, was the fact that unlike the Mennonite mis-
sionary, the guide’s name rarely appeared in the negotiations for 
more reserve land. Indeed, the warning itself stemmed from an 
undated letter informing Indian Affairs that the community was 
going to camp at their proposed Tucha Lake reserve to prove that 
their presence would not disturb the local environment.68 

The same was also for the Oblate missionaries. Despite working 
in the community since 1870 they did not seem too concerned 
about the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay reaching a settlement. In many 
ways this lack of interest reflected the world view of the Oblates 
with its medieval concept of property. Nevertheless, they were still 
active in community, despite the fact that they had lost their role 
as educators when the band opened its own school in 1973.69 In-
deed, as they had done in the past, they were still willing to come 
to where the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay lived, be it a reserve, forestry 
camp or community. Yet they were not warned. It would therefore 
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seem that the warning was more than just a warning about leaving 
the village. The Mennonite missionary had been identified as an 
outside agitator, who in helping the Ingenika Tsay Keh Nay in their 
claim were preventing any sort of great settlement. 

Conclusion 

The rhetoric of Indigenous people acting only due to outside in-
fluence was alive and well in British Columbia during the 1970s. 
What had benefited the Mennonite missionary in the 1971 had 
come back to haunt him. His connection to the community and in-
volvement in the reserve negotiations was seen as evidence that he 
had played a role in creating the root desire for land at Ingenika 
Point. Now the province was concerned that he was promoting the 
relocation to traditional family settlement sites. Rather than work-
ing as a state agent of colonialism it was feared that he was 
charting his own path. From the perspective of the province he was 
merely the latest missionary to do so and indeed this case study 
highlights how state driven political colonialism at times viewed 
itself as being at odds with missionary driven cultural colonialism. 
This simple fact is often overlooked in simplistic narratives of In-
digenous history in Canada. In part it persists because of the 
delicate nature of residential school history. It was in these institu-
tions that state driven political colonialism overlapped with 
missionary driven cultural colonialism. The monumental impact 
these schools had in the Indigenous community has given the ap-
pearance that the two saw each other as in complete agreement 
regarding methods and goals. As a result, it is not explained how 
the conflicts that existed outside of the schools disappeared, and 
indeed even within them I would suggest the motives driving the 
process were not always one and the same. 
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