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“Indians on White Lines”: Bureaucracy, Race, and Power 
on Northern British Columbian Traplines, 1925–1950

DAVID VOGT*

Abstract

After British Columbia imposed universal mandatory trapline registra-
tion in 1925, game wardens, Department of Indian Affairs offi cials, and 
Indigenous people in the provincial north quickly came into confl ict over 
the place of Indigenous trappers, Indigenous claims to trapping territory, 
and the applicability of colonial game regulations to Indigenous commu-
nities. Although some scholars have suggested that the primary result was 
the large-scale dispossession of Indigenous communities, roughly half of the 
province’s registered traplines remained offi cially in “Indian” hands, rais-
ing questions about how bureaucrats recognized, classifi ed, and sought to 
administer such lines. In practice, game law enforcement was often uncer-
tain, arbitrary, and frequently governed by informal arrangements that 
existed alongside the offi cial regulations. By the 1930s, trappers with 
Indian status had gained some measure of protection and exemption from 
the game laws, in part due to an energetic campaign by the federal Indian 
Department. To bureaucrats, however, the never-completed quest to defi ne 
and solidify a racialized boundary between “Indian” and “white” trap-
pers, trapping, and traplines often became as important as — or even more 
important than — the ostensible provincial goal of game conservation and 
the federal goal of Indigenous economic prosperity.

* I am grateful to J.R. Miller, John Lutz, and Megan Harvey for their com-
ments during the preparation of this paper, as well as to the attendees of a 
session at the Canadian Historical Association annual meeting, Ottawa, 3 
June 2015, for their questions and criticisms. Research for this project was 
assisted by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) 
doctoral fellowship. In this paper I draw upon restricted fi les at the B.C. 
Archives, Victoria, accessed under a research agreement governing disclo-
sure of personal information. To abide by the conditions of this agreement, 
I anonymize some references to non-government offi cials by using pseud-
onyms, or by simply referring to them as “Anonymous,” where doing so 
does not disrupt the fl ow of the text or confuse the reader.
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Résumé

À la suite de la décision du gouvernement de la Colombie-Britannique 
en 1925 d’imposer l’enregistrement obligatoire pour tous des territoires 
de piégeage, les gardes-chasse, les fonctionnaires du ministère des Affaires 
indiennes et les Autochtones habitant dans le nord de la province sont 
rapidement entrés en confl it à propos de la place des trappeurs autoch-
tones, des revendications autochtones au sujet du territoire de piégeage et 
de l’applicabilité de la réglementation coloniale concernant le gibier aux 
communautés autochtones. Si certains chercheurs ont laissé entendre que la 
principale conséquence de la décision du gouvernement britanno-colombien 
a été la dépossession massive des peuples autochtones, il faut savoir qu’en-
viron la moitié des territoires de piégeage enregistrés de la province sont 
demeurés offi ciellement entre les mains des autochtones, ce qui soulève des 
questions quant à la manière dont les fonctionnaires ont reconnu, classé 
et cherché à administrer ces territoires. En pratique, l’application des 
lois sur le gibier a souvent été incertaine, arbitraire et fréquemment régie 
par des arrangements offi cieux existant parallèlement à la réglementation 
offi cielle. Dans les années 1930, les trappeurs ayant le statut d’Indien 
ont gagné une certaine protection et certaines exemptions par rapport aux 
lois sur le gibier, en raison notamment d’une campagne énergique menée 
par le ministère fédéral des Affaires indiennes. Néanmoins, la tenta-
tive toujours inachevée de défi nir une frontière racialisée entre trappeurs, 
trappage et territoires de piégeage « indiens » et « blancs » a souvent eu 
autant d’importance pour les fonctionnaires, sinon plus, que le but man-
ifeste de la province — la conservation du gibier — et du gouvernement 
fédéral — la prospérité économique des Autochtones.

Between 1934 and 1949, Kitkatla trapper Matthew Hill strug-
gled to gain and then regain British Columbia government 
recognition of a portion of his house’s territory on the Northwest 
Coast as a registered trapline. Hill won recognition in 1934, at 
a time when Indigenous trappers, Indian agents, and game war-
dens had reached a series of informal compromises to protect 
and expand “Indian” trapping following the mass displacement 
of Indigenous trappers during the mid-1920s; he lost it in 1936, 
when regional game managers decided to test the infl uence of 
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the federal Indian Department and of the informal agreements 
by selecting a few test cases (including Hill) for cancellation; and 
he was ultimately promised it back, but only once the white trap-
pers to whom the land had been ceded in the meantime ceased 
their operations.1 When the Kitkatla people moved to reclaim 
the land in 1949 in accordance with the settlement, however, 
they also would have encountered a new tactic employed by 
game bureaucrats: their categorization as so-called “Indians on 
white lines,” upon whom were imposed more obligations than 
“Indians” on “Indian lines.”2 Hill’s struggle was a microcosm of 
the broader currents of the politics of trapping in B.C. after 1925. 
The category into which such reclaimed lines fell also hinted at 
the underlying racial logic employed by bureaucrats: traplines 
carried their own racial designations, occasionally independent 
of the trappers to whom they were registered.

In B.C. after 1925, and in the seven provinces and territories 
that subsequently established similar systems,3 trapline registra-
tion was not merely a licensing system but also a novel sort of 
land tenure. The colonial state granted specifi ed use rights on 
defi ned parcels of land to registrants and permitted registrants 
to designate successors.4 Notably, except for reserves, not many 
other forms of land and resource tenure awarded by the B.C. 
government prior to World War II went in such large numbers 
to Indigenous people with Indian status. But the signifi cance 
of how the system operated with respect to Indigenous peo-
ple lies largely at the level of informal practices and encounters 
rather than within the offi cial legislative texts. As Ruth Sandwell 
observes of pre-emption and settlement on Saltspring Island, the 
broad ideological contours of colonial law do not necessarily tell 
us much about how land systems actually operated.5

To date, the B.C. historical and anthropological literature on 
trapline registration has mainly emphasized territorial and legal 
dispossession. Following the highly infl uential work of Hugh 
Brody in the 1980s, John Lutz and Brenda Ireland in the 1990s, 
and most recently Jonathan Peyton, we have understood B.C.’s 
trapline registration as a political project to remap rural areas (and 
their inhabitants) as standardized subjects of state administra-
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tion, marginalize Indigenous trappers for the benefi t of settlers, 
and compel Indigenous people to follow colonial law — what 
game wardens sometimes called “the white act.”6 Indian Affairs 
offi cials either mounted ineffectual resistance or were actively 
complicit.7 In this narrative, the provincial game offi ce largely 
triumphed: Ireland claims that “consultation in trapping and the 
allocation of trapping lands was non-existent, Indian petitions 
were ignored, and third-party … recommendations to … have 
[Indigenous people] exempted from game laws, were dismissed,” 
while Lutz, Cole Harris, and the Royal Commission on Aborig-
inal Peoples suggest that by the 1950s Indigenous people held 
just ten percent of the province’s traplines (compared with about 
90 percent in 1914).8

These arguments obviously contribute to critiques, in the 
broader Canadian historiography of Indigenous peoples’ engage-
ment with state environmental programs, of; the framing of 
wasteful and irrational “Indians” within middle-class conser-
vation discourses; the assimilationist bent of initiatives that 
claimed to accommodate Indigenous people while reducing their 
rights to temporary privileges;9 and the extent to which the 
Indian Department supported or opposed restrictions on Indig-
enous hunting, fi shing, and trapping.10 However, viewed both 
as a means of contributing to the broader historiography and of 
testing the more specifi c claims prevalent in the B.C. literature, 
the contents of the under-researched trapline administration fi les 
at the B.C. Archives suggest the need for new and nuanced inter-
pretations of the politics of traplines. As  Darcy Ingram observes 
in a recent history of the origins of modern conservation in Qué-
bec, focussing upon the “simple act of dispossession”11 obscures 
the more signifi cant but elusive ways in which the regulation of 
people and environments was actually enacted through the daily 
practices of bureaucrats. Indeed, the belief that just ten percent 
of traplines remained in Indian hands by mid-century is simply 
erroneous: in 1949, 56 percent of registered trappers were status 
Indians, and they held 45 percent of all traplines (in the north-
ern “D” Division whose fi les survive at the B.C. Archives, these 
fi gures were 71 percent and 57 percent, respectively). Today, the 
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B.C. government still designates “about half ” of registered trap-
pers as Aboriginal.12

I do not mean to suggest that the settler occupations of 
Indigenous territories legitimized by trapline registration were 
trivial, or that half of all trapline registrations constitutes ade-
quate or even meaningful compensation for Aboriginal land 
title. However, bureaucrats — especially in Indian Affairs ones, 
but also in the provincial game service — were often less inter-
ested in eliminating “Indian” trappers, than in devising means 
of differentiating “Indian” from “white” trapping and of attack-
ing “Indian” customs that they deemed most inimical to rational 
game management, such as matrilineal inheritance practices. 
“White” and “Indian” trappers fi lled out the same application 
forms, but in practice they held different types of traplines: the 
fi rst were supervised exclusively by game wardens for conser-
vation purposes, and the second largely by Indian agents, with 
less obvious or consistent objectives. Locating and policing the 
boundary between “white” and “Indian” therefore took on great 
importance for bureaucrats.13

Bearing the broader colonial context in mind, one might sup-
pose, tongue in cheek, that all of British Columbia’s “Indian lines” 
were actually “white lines” too, or at least, “colonial state lines.” 
The process by which they became so, however, did not involve the 
simple or straightforward pursuit by the state of clearly defi ned 
objectives. Since P. Whitney Lackenbauer complained that his-
torians of Indigenous-state relations “fi xate on the rational-actor 
model” when thinking about state action, many have produced 
new and more nuanced interpretations of Indigenous encounters 
with the state, and I follow in this vein.14 Colonial states, Ann-
Laura Stoler remarks in another context, were not purposive and 
decisive colonial actors so much as amalgams of “failed projects, 
delusional imaginings, [and] equivocal explanations.”15 Moreover, 
Akhil Gupta argues that bureaucracies enact structural violence 
against marginalized populations not merely through the orderly 
imposition of uniform mechanisms, but through the practices of 
arbitrariness and opaqueness.16 To Gupta, variation, arbitrariness, 
and inconsistency are not simply white noise through which the 
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scholar must listen to detect other underlying patterns. Instead, 
they are defi ning characteristics of the encounter between mar-
ginalized groups and state bureaucracies.

Closely exploring how these arbitrary and informal mech-
anisms developed and operated in the particular confl ict over 
trapping in northern B.C. can also yield fresh insights of interest 
to historians probing similar programs in other contexts. Ingram 
observes that one feature of the middle-class sport hunting and 
fi shing movement was an assault on exemptions for ostensibly 
wasteful Indigenous people.17 However, the extent to which 
state bureaucrats actually sustained this assault in practice varied 
considerably. As Sandlos has already suggested of conservation 
initiatives elsewhere in the Canadian north, conservation bureau-
crats eventually had to determine whether Indigenous people 
should receive preferential access to game (a position often, 
though not universally, held by Indian Department bureaucrats) 
and, if so, what those privileges should be and who should be eli-
gible for them.18 In northern B.C. between the 1920s and 1950s, 
the Department of Indian Affairs (technically, after 1936, the 
Indian Affairs Branch) secured several such exemptions, but, in 
the context of an uneasy and often tested truce with the provin-
cial game branch, simply shoring up the racialized boundaries of 
what it viewed as its segregated “Indian” trapping system seems 
to have become a central policy objective in its own right.

When B.C. introduced mandatory universal trapline reg-
istration in 1925, the majority of trappers in the province were 
Indigenous, and confl icts between Indigenous and increasingly 
numerous settler trappers were central to the effort to regu-
late traplines.19 In 1923, the two senior Indian Affairs offi cials 
in B.C., William Ditchburn and George Pragnell, carried out 
widespread consultations on reserves and concluded that all 
of B.C. was divided by “ancient Indian custom” into exclusive 
hereditary trapping territories. These, they held, could best be 
protected either by excluding whites from trapping altogether 
or by subjecting all trappers to mandatory registration.20 When 
the province predictably opted for the latter over the former,21

Ditchburn pronounced himself cautiously optimistic: all that 
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remained was to “get [the Indians] in early and have all their 
trap lines registered.”22 M.B. Jackson, chairman of the Game 
Board, promised the Indian Department that his subordinates 
would give “preferential treatment to Indians.”23

Superfi cially, all of the “registered” traplines in B.C. created 
under the ensuing program were the same. Their basis was a 
standardized form, the Application for Registration of a Trap-
line, which reduced both trapper and line to a set of elementary 
variables that might be readily glimpsed and manipulated by 
bureaucrats: name, ethnicity, a written description of the line 
(supplemented by a sketch), the duration the applicant had 
trapped this line prior to applying for it, and so on.24 To the reg-
istration certifi cates were added annual renewal forms and, when 
required by game offi cials, returns of the animals caught on 
the line in the past year.25 When bureaucrats ostensibly gained 
“control” over traplines in B.C., what they really aimed to do so 
was translate the complexity of Indigenous and settler trapping 
into summary paper form.26 The forms were also written on the 
assumption that rational individuals would manage their own 
lines: according to later Game Commissioner Arthur Bryan Wil-
liams, the system’s strength was the outsourcing of the actual 
hard work of conservation to rational individual trappers who 
could best ascertain the specifi c conditions and requirements of 
their territories.27

But of course, all applications were not created equal, 
and the registration process was neither smooth nor uniform. 
Contrary to Ditchburn’s and Pragnell’s expectations, many 
Indigenous leaders boycotted registration as an unjustifi ed intru-
sion into Indigenous trapping, and several Indian agents also 
refused to participate in the registration of the lines.28 In con-
trast, the Bella Coola and Skeena River agents who managed the 
northwest coast visited reserves and canneries to gather infor-
mation and then submitted collections of applications soon after 
the registration system was enacted.29 The motives and compe-
tence of game wardens likewise varied widely. Some, following 
Jackson’s instructions regarding preferential treatment, turned 
whites away from what they considered to be “old Indian trap-
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ping country,” and worked closely with Indian agents to process 
paperwork from Indigenous applicants.30 Others found various 
reasons to reject applications both individually and, where Indian 
agents had fi lled out the application papers, en masse.31 Decisions 
about the boundaries of trapping territories were made on vague, 
cursory, and inconsistent bases, as one might expect from a few 
dozen game wardens faced with the daunting task of receiving 
and inspecting thousands of applications. In the process, game 
wardens occasionally carved out space for white newcomers,32

concluded that Indians were fraudulently applying for lands they 
had no intention of actually trapping, or, most commonly, simply 
deferred to a settler’s application for a territory on the grounds 
that it had arrived at the offi ce fi rst.33

The game offi ce does not seem to have compiled statis-
tics on the proportion of Indian and white traplines in the late 
1920s, but it estimated that 90 percent of trappers were Indian 
in 1914,34 compared with just 40 percent in 193635 — by which 
time numerous new Indigenous lines had already been registered 
under the informal rules permitting acquisition of lines by the 
Indian Department. Desperate to salvage economic prospects for 
people dispossessed during the early years of the trapline system, 
Ditchburn persuaded the game offi ce to hold special conferences 
at Prince Rupert and Fort St. John, at which federal and pro-
vincial bureaucrats simply drew “traplines” into vacant areas 
on their maps, fi lled out “applications for registration” accord-
ingly, and presented the fi nished products to ostensibly fortunate 
Indigenous trappers in their agencies.36

Not all Indigenous traplines were delineated without regard 
to the trappers themselves; indeed, these conferences were excep-
tional. Other compromises also occurred that marked Indigenous 
lines as a departure from the liberal ideal of privatization as the 
solution to game depletion. First, and most importantly, game 
wardens in the interior regularly approved registrations submit-
ted by Indian “bands” or house- and family-based “companies” 
rather than individuals.37 Because Indigenous families trapped 
together, one game offi cer commented, it was suitable to allot 
“trap lines for white men and … trapping areas for Indians.”38
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(Later, bureaucrats decided to map white lines using the easier 
“block” system, as well.)39 Moreover, while senior bureaucrats 
like Williams emphasized the importance of the liberal individual 
in conservation, fi eld offi cers found that it “greatly simplifi e[d] 
matters” to register families, houses, or other groups together, 
thus obviating the need to map out each individual line.40 As 
Peace River Indian agent H.A.W. Brown explained in 1937, with 
the advent of company rather than individual lines, “the Indi-
ans decide amongst themselves … just who is to trap,” typically 
after a chief, or the head of a house, or family was designated 
as the head of the company.41 Thomas Van Dyk, the northern 
B.C. regional supervisor in Prince George, also exempted Indi-
ans from the usual requirement to submit an annual renewal 
and report of furs taken — a waiver that was practiced at least 
until the 1960s.42 This latter exemption had the practical effect 
of nullifying the game offi ce’s surveillance of private conserva-
tion measures with respect to Indigenous traplines.

These accommodations effectively restricted, at least tem-
porarily, state involvement in the governance of trapping within 
those lines allocated to “companies” and bands, and the conser-
vation of fur on all “Indian” lines. Northern game offi cials agreed 
to cease cancelling Indian lines, except with the approval of the 
Indian agent, who was also expected to arrange for the desig-
nation of a successor.43 Furthermore, the Victoria game offi ce 
headquarters promised to notify Indian agents whenever vacan-
cies arose in “areas where Indians trap.” On this basis, Indian 
agents subsequently purchased numerous lines for Indigenous 
trappers.44 These informal provisions remained in force at least 
until 1956, when a Game Commission procedural manual speci-
fi ed that Indian lines could not “be transferred to a white trapper 
unless the Indian Agent approves.”45

Moreover, although Ireland argues that the trapline regula-
tions barred most Indians from nominating successors for their 
lines, throughout the 1930s the Stikine, Stuart Lake, and Babine 
agents, for example, regularly consulted Indigenous communities 
when these questions arose.46 Of a visit by Pragnell to the Cassiar 
region in 1936, the local agent reported that “it was Tribal affairs 
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that you settled, under the cover of Registration of Grounds, 
[and] all the Indians knew this and that is why they were all 
dressed up.”47 Cecil Muirhead, long-serving police constable and 
game warden at Telkwa in the Bulkley Valley (within Wet’su-
wet’en traditional territory), similarly cited “Indian Hereditary 
rights” as the determining factor in company registrations.48

This arrangement should not be read as an unqualifi ed vic-
tory for Indigenous trappers: the practical effect was rather that 
game wardens outsourced to Indian agents the decision of how 
best to accommodate Indigenous governance of trapping. Never-
theless, the reasons that game wardens so effectively undermined 
their capacity to monitor the progress of game conservation on, 
ultimately, approximately half of the province’s traplines for 
the benefi t of Indigenous people require closer analysis. Firstly, 
and quite simply, they did not do so without qualifi cation: the 
confrontation with Hill arose, for instance, because his warden 
wished to challenge the alleged power of the Indian Department. 
Second, and more generally, Indigenous trappers were simply 
suffi ciently numerous that the legitimacy of game wardens’ own 
claims to govern all trapping in the province necessitated some 
form of meaningful engagement — and Indian agents presented 
themselves as uniquely equipped cultural mediators. In the 
archives, most Indigenous people appear essentially passive in 
the face of settler incursions, occasionally managing to send in 
letters of protest. The archive, of course, does not capture his-
torical reality. Some trappers confronted whites, openly or by 
poaching their lines.49 More often, as territories were registered 
by whites or trapped out, families moved onto other lands to 
which they believed they could press at least some claim, leading 
to confl icts with neighbouring communities or among families 
within communities.50 In the same way as they downloaded 
responsibility for rational conservation to settler trappers, game 
wardens also outsourced the management of “Indian” problems 
to the Indian Department. “Most of the disputes are among the 
Indians, really,” one Indian agent commented to Ditchburn, and 
these were best “adjusted” by negotiations between agents like 
himself and “the very old Indians and Chiefs.”51
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The extent to which Indian agents were well-versed in 
Indigenous governance practices may seem dubious, but game 
wardens freely and even proudly admitted their ignorance of 
such matters.52 If game wardens were to get involved in “tribal” 
disputes, Muirhead claimed, “we would be plunged into an 
intricate maze of fathers, mothers, grandfathers, uncles, aunts, 
cousins, nephews, nieces, etc. etc. that has no end ... and from 
which we would never be able to extricate ourselves.”53 Infor-
mally reducing the regulatory burden on Indigenous trappers, 
and then relying on Indian agents to share the burden of super-
vising what remained, enabled the game offi ce to claim that it 
governed trapping while distancing itself from the purportedly 
disordered and mysterious realm of Indigenous law.

This anxiety about involvement in Indigenous law was 
not an idle or abstract problem: to the contrary, factions within 
Indigenous communities often attempted to mobilize the power 
of the state through the manipulation of registration papers. In 
1938, for instance, a serious succession dispute occurred amongst 
the Gitxsan at Kitwanga. Frog chief Lakmitz and Eagle chief 
George Moore disagreed over the management of a deceased 
registered trapper’s territory near the Skeena River.54 Lakmitz 
endeavoured to cement his title by instructing Hazelton Indian 
agent G.C. Mortimer to fi ll out a registration form for the line in 
his name. Then, he and his son-in-law called upon Prince Rupert 
game warden Edmund Martin to deal with “two [unnamed] 
men” — actually Moore and another Eagle clan member — 
whom he claimed were poaching his line.55 In May, Muirhead 
and Mortimer went to Kitwanga to attend “a large representa-
tive meeting” of members of the Frog and Eagle clans, at which 
the government offi cials found “almost unanimous approval” to 
register most of the territory to the Eagle clan and to register 
to Lakmitz only the small portion he actively trapped, with the 
whole matter to be re-assessed at his death. Registration forms 
were duly completed, granting the colonial state’s sanction to the 
resolution.56 When neighbouring groups were trying to resolve 
boundary disputes, trapline registration also offered a means of 
enlisting state support: in 1928 and 1932, for instance, com-
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munities on the northwest coast persuaded their Indian agents 
to submit registrations formalizing “boundary line[s]” to protect 
“their hereditary trapping lands” from encroachment by their 
neighbours.57

The ever-present tensions between Indigenous and settler 
law, and between Indigenous, Indian Affairs, and game branch 
control over traplines, return us to Hill’s line on the northwest 
coast. If, as Muirhead claimed, the Indian Department was useful 
because its agents could negotiate the “intricate maze” of Indige-
nous law, he and other game wardens were still deeply dissatisfi ed 
by the compromises these concessions could engender. Muirhead 
knew enough about the Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en feast sys-
tems to supply garbled accounts of what he depicted as rampant 
bribery in “the ‘Potlatch House’” in 193458 and again in 1939, 
when he added that the chief evil of “Indian Hereditari-ism” 
was its matrilineal tendencies. To Muirhead, matrilineal inheri-
tance, Indigenous corruption, and lax supervision by the Indian 
Department combined to render the extent of ongoing “Indian” 
trapping and trapline registration intolerable.59 He also hoped to 
deliver “a rap on the knuckles” to particularly unhelpful Indian 
agents.60 Edmund Martin, his colleague in Prince Rupert, fretted 
over what he perceived to be an additional fl aw in the working 
agreement: since Indian lines were supposed to be passed only to 
other Indians and the Indian Department frequently obtained 
vacant white lines, the informal “policy would… eliminate all 
white trappers in time.”61

Accordingly, Martin and Muirhead seem to have decided to 
protest the informal procedures by means of select test cases. In 
April 1936, Martin cancelled Hill’s trapline in favour of a white 
applicant on the grounds that he had failed to submit his annual 
renewal and catch return statement.62 This allegation was doubt-
less true insofar as, like other Indian-status trappers, Hill thought 
he enjoyed an informal exemption from certain requirements of 
the game laws.63 Trapline cancellations were commonplace on 
white lines during the 1930s for similar failures; for that side of 
the system, game wardens routinely compiled lists of dozens or 
hundreds of suspected offenders who had not renewed their req-
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uisite licenses or submitted their paperwork, or were suspected 
of prolonged inactivity.64 Indian lines were ostensibly released 
only to other Indians, at the request of the Indian agent. The 
cancellation of Hill’s line was, if well within the bounds of the 
trapline regulations, exceptionally dubious from the perspective 
of the informal code. In Prince George, Van Dyk well under-
stood the implications. “Such action will undoubtly [sic] create a 
lot of criticism from the Indian Department, but sooner or later 
the rights of white trappers and prospects will have to be rec-
ognized,” he argued of a second test attempt, pursued the same 
year.65 Moreover, he observed, despite the informal agreement 
“there is nothing” in the actual law “to prevent [game wardens] 
from accepting applications and forc[ing] the issue.”66 Initially, 
the Game Commission staff in Victoria seem to have agreed with 
Van Dyk. Hill’s cancellation was approved and, shortly there-
after, Martin processed new registration paperwork for a white 
trapper.67

The ensuing diplomatic crisis is revealing. Hill’s Indian 
agent, W.E. Collison, gathered a sworn statement indicating 
Hill’s intent to continue trapping the line and his sale of furs to a 
Prince Rupert trader, then penned a thunderous condemnation of 
Martin’s violation of “the expressed policy of the Game authori-
ties with regard to Indian aboriginal hunting areas”: not only 
was the removal of the line from Hill unjustifi ed, but the terri-
tory was adjacent to a Kitkatla reserve and consequently ought 
to have remained in Kitkatla hands.68 D.M. MacKay, who had 
succeeded Ditchburn as regional Indian Affairs commissioner, 
also blasted the “defi nite departure from the generally accepted 
policy.”69 Martin prepared a carefully worded defence of his deci-
sion. Without addressing the substance of the complaints from 
Hill, Collison, and MacKay, he pointed out that “if [Hill’s] appli-
cation were reinstated, the Indians in this district would assume 
that the Game Department had no control over their trapping 
activities.”70 Van Dyk chimed in with a letter of support, equally 
carefully worded: there had been suffi cient reason to cancel the 
line under the trapping regulations (admittedly, seldom fully 
enforced against Indigenous trappers), and there was also “the 
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necessity of creating an impression on the Indians that the Game 
Department, and not the Indian Agents, are in charge of the 
Trap-line registration.” If Martin maintained “a fi rm stand in the 
present case,” he explained, it would enable the Game Commis-
sion to pursue “a great number of similar cases” in the future.71

Whatever Martin and Van Dyk might feel about the impor-
tance of advancing the interests of white settlers, their violation 
of the informal governance practices was stark. In 1938, Indian 
Affairs and game offi cials met in Vancouver to discuss the future 
of the trapping territory. (As was typical of such conferences, they 
did not bother to invite Hill.) No minutes seem to have survived, 
but those present recalled that an “implicit” verbal agreement 
had been reached: once the white men who had registered lines 
in Hill’s former territory left, he could have the land back.72 Offi -
cials kept their word. In the late 1940s Hill’s territory opened up 
again, and the Indian Department promptly submitted a new 
application for him and other Kitkatla trappers, reverting “this 
line to Indian status.”73 By the time the new application was 
processed, however, a signifi cant new notation was being added 
to “Indian” applicants procuring lines already held by whites: 
“Indian on white line.”74

The term is intriguing because the “Indian-ness” of the 
actual registrants in the era of “Indians on white lines” was not in 
question. (Neither, in the case of the Kitkatla dispute, was some 
degree of recognition that they enjoyed an informal right to 
resume control of the area.) Instead, it refl ected one facet of the 
increasing rigidifi cation of the racial boundary between “Indian” 
and “white” trappers: the agreement by the Indian Depart-
ment and the game branch, in 1938, that any future “white” 
lines acquired by “Indian” trappers would remain “white” for 
certain purposes of the game regulations (most signifi cantly, the 
requirement to pay a $10 fee to register and renew the line).75

As a game warden later explained to a seemingly recalcitrant 
Indigenous trapper on a “white line,” “your trap-line was once 
held by a white man, and therefore each year” he was required to 
obtain and pay for a $10 trapping license.76 The racialization of 
traplines was fundamentally a paternalistic policy: although offi -
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cials initially accommodated Indigenous governance within the 
Indian system, ultimately it was they who policed the bound-
aries. Soren Larsen, in his study of the Ootsa Lake area, notes 
that the Cheslatta Carrier formally granted permission to some 
settlers to trap within their territories.77 Such local negotiations, 
carried out beyond the bureaucratic gaze, may have been far 
more commonplace in the early twentieth-century interior than 
historians yet realize, and culturally situated oral history may be 
particularly helpful for future researchers. From the perspective 
of most Indian agents, however, agreements reached between 
white and Indigenous residents beyond the gaze of bureaucrats 
were anathema — or at least “dangerous policy,” as one Indian 
agent put it in 1940.78

By the late 1930s, Indian Affairs offi cials seem to have been 
largely united in an effort to solidify what MacKay called “a clear 
line of demarcation.”79 Indian agents regularly lobbied the game 
offi ce to veto efforts by Indigenous trappers to lease or sell their 
lines to non-status Indigenous people and to white settlers.80 In 
1938, for instance, Duncan George of Vanderhoof tried to sell 
his line to a white man; he was told that he might give the line 
to another Indian, but could not sell it to a white man.81 The 
reason for such informal restrictions, MacKay blithely explained 
to Butler, was that without them “this Department could not 
have the control that is … essential in such matters.”82 In 1939, 
commenting on several recently procured traplines, Superinten-
dent of Reserves and Trusts, D.J. Allan, opined that the names on 
the registration forms of lines the Indian Department purchased 
for Indigenous communities were mere paper fi ctions: such lines 
were “not band property or the property of the licensee but the 
property of this Branch and subject to Branch control.”83 The 
fact that the legal paperwork on which trapline registration was 
based identifi ed such Indians as legal owners, therefore, was a 
mere administrative contrivance to be amended as necessary by 
bureaucrats. In 1941, Inspector of Indian Agencies J. Coleman 
even fl oated the possibility of cancelling all of the Indian registra-
tions and signing them over to the Indian Department.84 (Thus, 
far from seeking to protect Indigenous traplines from provincial 
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offi cials, on this occasion Coleman actually lobbied to seize all 
of them; Van Dyk promptly denounced this Indian Department 
scheme to obtain “autocratic powers.”)85 That same year, MacKay 
decided it should be formal policy to “br[eak] down” company 
lines and eliminate “local customs” of matrilineal transmission86 
— one of the salient features of the Indian trapline system, once 
it had been established, which is not addressed substantively in 
this paper but is a vital subject of historical inquiry.87

The next most common group to fall under the “white act” 
was Indigenous people who lost Indian status through volun-
tary enfranchisement or marriage.88 Such trappers’ lines either 
became white lines or were transferred to others with Indian sta-
tus. Newly enfranchised people listed on band or company lines 
were required either to surrender their trapping rights entirely 
or, mirroring the long-abandoned treatment of reserve land at 
enfranchisement, to negotiate the separation of a suitable block of 
land from the group line for their personal use as whites.89 Indian 
women who married non-status men faced a similar dilemma, 
or simply had the choice made for them: in 1950, for instance, 
one Indigenous woman who “assumed white status” through 
marriage had her line turned over to the local Indian Agent 
so that he could designate an appropriately Indian successor.90 
Explaining such amendments to the people involved, Muirhead 
commented with what must have been no small amount of 
understatement, that it required “a lot of persuasion.”91 Indian 
agents viewed enfranchised Indians as policy problems rather 
than successes: they, too, constituted a threat to the integrity of 
the Indian trapline system. In 1951, F. Earl Anfi eld, the Skeena 
River agent, took the opportunity of an enfranchised Kitkatla 
man’s court conviction to propose that his line be cancelled and 
turned over to a more deserving band member who had retained 
his status.92

Between the early 1930s and the 1950s, then, B.C. moved 
from a trapline system in which Indians were ostensibly assured 
preferential treatment, protection, and a degree of self-governance 
on “Indian lines” to one in which “Indian lines,” and the bound-
aries between Indian and white lines, were closely monitored 
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by government agents. The effects of this system — intensifi ed 
succession confl icts and the loss of what are now asserted to be 
traditional territories to white trappers, for instance — are wor-
thy of more study. However, it is also important to understand the 
broader context of trapline registration as the creation of a racial-
ized “Indian” form of land tenure (and a corresponding “white” 
form), and not merely as an act of destruction, dispossession, 
or assimilation. Under this racial tenure system, status Indian 
trappers had become a majority of registered trappers by 1950. 
However, the boundary between “Indian” and “white” lines also 
rigidifi ed, to the point where Indigenous trappers were barred 
by the state from cooperating with white partners, and Indige-
nous trappers who regained lines lost to whites found themselves 
working on ostensibly “white lines” despite their own status as 
Indians. The legacy is felt not just in Indigenous communities: 
settler trappers today often express the same suspicions about 
lazy Indian trappers dodging paperwork and leaving lines fallow 
as their counterparts did 80 years ago.93

But the history of this novel and highly contested form of 
land tenure is intriguing not just in its own right but for what 
it can tell us about the actual daily operations of the colonial 
state — or indeed, any modern state. Refi ning our historical 
assessments and critiques of such systems remains an important 
and valuable task, since it means developing more nuanced and 
intricate depictions not just of confl icts on traplines in northern 
B.C., but also of many other aspects of the colonial encounter. 
As Gupta observes, bureaucracy enacted structural violence, 
but in an arbitrary, not a systematic fashion, and often through 
uncertain networks of informal rules rather than through the sys-
tematic imposition of offi cial policy. In the case of B.C. trapline 
registration, the informal mechanisms took on great importance, 
leading to confl icts over racial segregation, the purpose of con-
servation, and the role of Indigenous law that were clearly not 
anticipated within the framework of the initial or offi cial rules. 
The efforts of the federal Indian Affairs and provincial game 
bureaucracies were signifi cant not only as assaults on Indigenous 
trappers, but also as efforts to protect (and, in so doing, to create) 
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a generic and carefully policed mode of “Indian” trapping. Nor 
were these efforts wholly successful: Indigenous trappers con-
tinued, and continue, to seek space within the rules to reassert 
traditional claims. Still, between 1925 and the 1950s, informal 
rules of racial classifi cation and segregation became prevalent 
within a system that government offi cials internally acknowl-
edged was not working well — to the Indian agents, because 
of racist game wardens and Indian trappers;94 and to game war-
dens, because of Indian trappers and obstinate Indian agents.95 
The Indian Branch’s fur supervisor went so far as to claim that 
“our basic organization is the old Indian family system of land 
tenure” in 1950,96 by which time the “old system[s]” had come 
under sustained assault and some of their practitioners were no 
longer on offi cially “Indian” lines at all.
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