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We Are Not Stones:

lLand, Indigenous Agency, and Colonialism in

Williams Lake BC. 1821-1881

Above: Secwepemc Chiefs gathered at New Westminster, May 1866-70
Frederick Dally photo, BC Archives, C-09263

The Chief William Letters

In November 1879, Chief William (pictured above, standing back right) wrote to the
Victoria Daily Colonist in an attempt to elicit sympathy from the settler population
and force the government to act. Six months later he wrote again, this time with far
more explicit threats of violence. The letters display William’'s understanding of
colonial systems, his belief in Christianity, his knowledge of history and politics, and
his longstanding struggle to regain some of his people’s stolen land. The second
letter had the desired effect, ultimately forcing Superintendent of Indian Affairs |.W.
Powell and others to act out of fear of an Indigenous uprising in the interior. William
himself had been under pressure from other Indigenous leaders to be more forceful
IN his resistance efforts, testing his close ties to the missionaries.

“Land, land, a little of our own land, that is all we ask from her Majesty. If we
had the deer and the salmon we could live by hunting and fishing. We have
nothing now and here comes the cold and the snow. Maybe the white man
thinks we can live on snow. We can make fires to make people warm —that is
what we can do. Wood will burn. We are not stones.”

-Chief William, November 1879

“The Indians are now reduced to this condition: - THEY MUST ROB OR
STARVE. Which will they do? | need not answer. An Indian is a man; and he
has eyes. If you stab him he will bleed; if you poison him he will die. If you
wrong him shall he not seek revenge? If an Indian wrongs a white man what
Is his humility? Revenge. If want compels us to execute the villainy they teach
they may discover when it is TOO LATE that an Indian can imitate the
lightning and strike in a thousand places at the same time.”

-Chief William, May 1880
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