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FUR AND GOLD IN SIMILKAMEEN. 
Fur-traders pioneered Similkameen before men were at

tracted thither by reports of rich placer deposits. The search 
for gold has continued to the present, but the story of the fur-
traders has long been a closed chapter in the history of the 
valley. These two strands in local history have been linked 
with parallel strands in Provincial and Dominion history: the 
fur-trade with the great fur-trading companies, and with the 
International Boundary settlement; the search for gold with 
the "making of a province," and with the Royal Engineers. 
Both have played a part in exploration and development. But 
before tracing the history of fur and gold in Similkameen, we 
must learn something of the country itself, and about the native 
tribes who first called it " Similkameugh." 

The original name has been forced into the same phonetic 
groove as Tulameen by the white people of the valley, in much 
the same way as Kitsilano, in Vancouver, has been made to 
rhyme with Capilano. Father LeJeune, for many years a mis
sionary at Kamloops, gives " Tsemel-ka-meh " as a word descrip
tive of the people, or of the land in which they lived.1 Teit 
describes them as " Eagle People," said to have been so named 
because eagles were formerly plentiful in the valley, and their 
tail-feathers an item of export.2 Tulameen means " red earth," 
but there is no sufficient authority for any of the numerous 
meanings assigned to the word Similkameen.3 

The name Similkameen denotes a variable area, according to 
whether it refers to Provincial, Dominion, electoral, or mining 
divisions. Charles Camsell, of the Geological Survey, has de
fined it as " the country from the Okanagan valley to the Hope 
mountains, and from the International Boundary northward for 

(1) Letter dated Kamloops, September 9, 1927. 
(2) J. A. Teit, " The Salishan Tribe of the Western Plateau," 45th 

Annual Report, Bureau of American Ethnology, 1927-28, Washington, 1930, 
p. 136. 

(3) On the meaning of place names in the Similkameen see J. C. Good
fellow, " Princeton Place Names," in Seventh Report of the Okanagan 
Historical Society, 1937, pp. 10-16. 
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68 J. C. GOODFELLOW. April 

a distance of about forty-five miles."4 It is a land of creeks and 
rivers, of bench lands, rolling hills, and mountains; and even 
to-day man's activities are confined to the valleys of the rivers 
and their tributaries. The most important of these is the 
Similkameen River, which is brought into being by the junction 
of several small streams near the International Boundary, and 
after flowing in a northerly direction for some 30 miles turns 
first eastward and then south-eastward in a great curve which 
brings it back to and across the Boundary, about 15 miles south 
of Keremeos. Soon after it enters the United States it twists 
sharply to the east and joins the Okanogan River, which in turn 
flows almost due south to meet the Columbia. The principal 
tributary of the Similkameen is the Tulameen, Which rises 
farther north and west, but which follows a similarly curved 
course, first to the north, and then east and south-east, until it 
joins the Similkameen at the point known as Vermillion Forks, 
where the town of Princeton now stands. Of the many tribu
taries of the Tulameen the most important is Otter Creek, which 
flows from the north, passes through Otter Lake, and joins the 
Tulameen at its most northerly point, where the town of Tula
meen is to-day.5 

The country is well wooded. Travellers on the trail during 
the summer months are constantly delighted with the profusion 
of wild flowers. Lupin and paint-brush, sunflower and fireweed 
give vivid touches of colour, and from the last week in June till 
the middle of July the rhododendrons are at their best along the 
Dewdney Trail, where it overlooks the Skagit and Sumallo 
Valleys. There is abundance of wild animal life in the hills, and 
the whole area between the Hope Road and the Dewdney Trail 
has been set aside as a game reserve. 

The natives of the Similkameen Valley were a border people; 
that is to say, they were a buffer tribe between the Thompsons 
and the Okanagans. The Interior Salish Indians have five 
main tribes—Lillooet, Thompson, Arrow Lake, Shuswap, and 

(4) Charles Camsell, Preliminary Report on a part of the Similkameen 
District, Ottawa, 1907, p. 7. 

(5) It should be borne in mind that the Tulameen River was formerly 
known as the North Fork of the Similkameen River. The South Fork is 
now known simply as the Similkameen, as is the united stream formed by 
the coming together of the two branches at Princeton. 



1938 FUR AND GOLD IN SIMILKAMEEN. 69 

Okanagan. The Similkameens were drawn partly from the 
Okanagans and partly from the Thompsons, with various unre
corded intrusions from elsewhere. The Similkameens were not 
behind other Indians in their ability to fashion implements of 
peace and war out of wood and stone and other materials. Rock 
paintings were common. Between Princeton and Hedley many 
pictographs can still be seen. Religious belief in a multitude 
of spirits, good and evil, explains many of their customs. The 
medicine man was a real power for good or evil, or both. Super
stitions centred around the rainstone, the blackstone, the ghost-
stone, the lovestone, and around monsters inhabiting land and 
lake. The rainstone, when prayed to, caused rain to fall. The 
blackstone caused smoke by day and fire by night. The ghost-
stone was a centre of votive offerings. The lovestone, and 
strange monsters, were objects of local legend.6 

The fragments of local history that have come down to us are 
insufficient to suggest the pattern of the whole. War and peace 
seem to have alternated with monotonous regularity. In 1912 
the late Mrs. S. L. Allison wrote of the coming of a band of Chil-
cotins " about 150 years ago." These intruders could neither 
defeat the natives nor be overcome by them; so they settled in 
the valley, and all learned to fish and hunt together. There 
seems to have been less friction between natives and newcomers 
in Similkameen than across the boundary, in Washington Terri
tory ; and Mrs. Allison attributes this largely to the influence of 
the early priests.7 

The earliest journey by a white man in Similkameen of which 
we have record was made by Alexander Ross, a clerk in the 
employ of John Jacob Astor's Pacific Fur Company. Early in 
January, 1813, Ross left Kamloops bound for Fort Okanogan, 
at the junction of the Okanogan and Columbia Rivers, and made 
the journey by way of Similkameen. He chose that route in 
order to satisfy a natural curiosity and to " spy out the land." 
After incredible hardships, Ross and his party descended from 

(6) See Stratton Moir (Mrs. S. L. Allison), In-cow-mas-ket, Chicago, 
1900; and Clive Phillipps-Wolley, A Sportsman's Eden, London, 1888. 

(7) See Mrs. S. L. Allison, " Early History of Princeton," in the Prince
ton Star, January 6, 1923, and succeeding issues; Vancouver Sunday 
Province, February 22, 1931, and succeeding issues. 
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the highlands on the north side of the Similkameen River, and 
came to the valley at a point near Keremeos. 

Ross had set out on December 20, 1812, to visit David Stuart 
at Kamloops, and he arrived there on the last day of the year. 
The rest of the story is told in his own words:— 
. . . with Mr. Stuart I remained five days, and in coming home I took 
a near and unknown route, in order to explore a part of the country I had 
not seen before; but I chose a bad season of the year to satisfy my curi
osity: we got bewildered in the mountains and deep snows, our progress 
was exceedingly slow, tedious, and discouraging. We were at one time 
five days in making as many miles, our horses suffered greatly, had nothing 
to eat for four days and four nights, not a blade of grass appearing above 
the snow, and their feet were so frightfully cut with the crust of the snow 
that they could scarcely move, so that we were within a hair's breadth of 
losing every one of them. 

Here follows an account of an accident caused by using too 
much powder to kindle a fire. Both Ross and his companion, 
Jacques, were stunned by the explosion. The narrative con
tinues :— 
We hastened next morning from this unlucky encampment, and getting 
clear of the mountains, we descended into a low and pleasant valley, where 
we found the Indians I had been in search of, and something both for our
selves and our horses to eat. At the Indian camp we remained one day, 
got the information we required about the country, procured some furs, 
and then, following the course of the Sa-milk-a-meigh River, got to 
Oakinacken at the forks; thence we travelled almost night and day till 
the 24th of January, when we reached home again.8 

In maps printed prior to 1878, the Trepanege River, which 
flows into Lake Okanagan just north of Peachland, is shown as 
Jaques [sic'] Creek. Mr. Leonard Norris connects this name 
with the explosion at the " unlucky encampment." He thinks 
it probable that the incident occurred near the headwaters of 
this creek, and that it was so named for this reason.9 It is 
likely that when Ross left Kamloops he followed the string of 
lakes south as far as Nicola Lake, then turned south-east, passing 
Douglas Lake. From here he would journey in a southerly 
direction across the high plateau which dips to Osprey Lake. 
It is not possible to determine the exact spot where he descended 

(8) Alexander Ross, Adventures of the First Settlers on the Oregon or 
Columbia River, London, 1849, pp. 206-208. 

(9) Second Annual Report of the Okanagan Historical Society, Vernon, 
1927, pp. 33-34. 
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into the " low and pleasant valley," but there can be no doubt 
that it was in the vicinity of the present town of Keremeos. 
Here he would find the Indian camp referred to, and here he 
would come to the Similkameen River, which he followed to the 
Okanogan. 

The next record we have is contained in Archibald 
McDonald's map of the Thompson River district. This map is 
dated 1827, and indicates a journey made by McDonald in 
October of the previous year. This also covers the ground 
between Kamloops and the Similkameen-Okanogan Forks, but 
follows only in part the route taken by Ross in 1813. As nearly 
as can be ascertained from his map, McDonald followed a more 
westerly course after coming to Nicola Lake, and came to the 
" Schimilicameach " at a point apparently near the present town 
of Princeton. His Red Water River may be the Tulameen, 
which is the north branch of the Similkameen River. There
after he followed the left, or north bank, as he journeyed east
ward.10 

After 1826 we have no records until 1846, the year in which 
the Oregon Treaty established the 49th parallel as the boundary 
between British and United States territory west of the Rocky 
Mountains. This was an event of critical importance to the 
Hudson's Bay Company, in view of the fact that the treaty 
placed its headquarters in the West, Fort Vancouver, in Ameri
can territory. The Company had anticipated the award, and 
had founded Fort Victoria, on Vancouver Island, in 1843. But 
before the headquarters could be removed thither, it was impera
tive that new travel routes between the northern interior and 
the coast should be discovered, which lay wholly within British 
territory. Hitherto goods had been transported from Fort Van
couver to New Caledonia by the Columbia River as far as Fort 
Okanogan, thence by pack-train to the junction of the Similka
meen and Okanogan Rivers, and then across country to Okanagan 
Lake. The brigade trail led along the west side of this lake, and 
then crossed over to Kamloops. What was now required was a 
route practicable for pack-horses from Kamloops to Fort 
Langley, on the lower Fraser River. The Fraser Canyon, which 

(10) The original map is preserved in the Archives of the Hudson's Bay 
Company. A photostat is on file in the Provincial Archives. 
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was considered impassable, was the great problem involved, and 
the search for a new route quickly developed into a search for a 
detour around this obstacle. 

Following a conference with Sir George Simpson, in 1845, 
Chief Factor Peter Skene Ogden requested that Alexander Caul-
field Anderson, who was then in charge of Fort Alexandria, 
be appointed to carry these plans for exploration into effect. 
Anderson had volunteered his services, and Ogden felt that he 
was well equipped for the task, by reason of his natural ability 
and "his active habits and experience in Caledonia."11 Along 
with five men, Anderson set out from Kamloops on May 15, 1846, 
and travelled to Fort Langley, where he arrived May 24, by way 
of Harrison and Lillooet Lakes. It is in the return journey that 
we are interested. This began on May 28. Anderson and his 
men were accompanied by several Indians, including a chief who 
had undertaken to guide him to the headwaters of the Similka
meen River. From this point he hoped to cross country to the 
Forks, where Princeton is now situated. He had arranged to 
be met there by guides and horses from Kamloops. As this 
would indicate, the valley of the Similkameen was well known to 
fur-traders at this time; and there was a well-established trail 
from the International Boundary north to Kamloops, which 
followed the Similkameen and Tulameen Rivers and Otter Lake 
and Creek, or much the same route McDonald seems to have 
followed in 1826. Anderson's task was to find a way through 
the Hope Mountains and the country beyond which would link 
the Fraser River below the canyon with this Kamloops trail. 

Anderson ascended the Fraser to the vicinity of Hope, and 
after a false start up the Tlae-Kullum (now Silver Creek), 
entered the valley of the Coquihalla River, which opens into the 
Fraser a few miles higher up. On this journey Anderson 
travelled east for 23 miles, on a route which closely paralleled 
that later followed by the Dewdney Trail. Leaving the Coqui
halla on his left, he followed first the Nicolum, and then the 
Sumallo, as far as its junction with the Skagit. In his journal 
he comments upon the slow progress made, " owing to the miser
able travelling of our Indian assistants," and records that at this 
point the party 

(11) Ogden to Chief Traders Tod and Manson, October 22, 1845. 
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Fell in . . . with an Indian from the Forks of Thompson's River 
[Kamloops] who is hunting Beaver in this neighbourhood. As he appears 
to possess a knowledge of the Country superior to our other pseudo-guides 

' (who are miserably at a loss) I have engaged him under the promise of 
some Ammunition and Tobacco to accompany us for a day or two.12 

Although it was only the first week in June, the rhododendrons 
were already in bloom. 

Near this point the Sumallo forks with the Snaas, and Ander
son had to choose between following the eastern fork or the 
northern one. The Thompson Indian recommended the latter, 
and this was followed. They soon came to the summit of the 
mountain pass, not far beyond which the Indians, except three, 
turned back, according to agreement. The journal continues:— 

There is a small lake here, bearing a marvellous similitude in some 
respects to the Committee's Punch Bowl in the Rocky Mountains. It 
is still covered with ice, save in one small spot, where through the limpid 
water, the bottom is seen shelving off, apparently to an immense depth. 
. . . We have no one who knows anything of the country beyond this 
point. The water must guide us. 

Three hours later Anderson encamped on the right bank of a 
" descending stream," which he correctly took for granted was 
" one of the tributaries of the Similkameen." It was, in fact, 
the South Fork of the Tulameen; and, following it, the party 
ploughed through deep snow. Night frosts formed a crust over 
which they could make good time, but when the snow was soft, 
travelling was difficult. The Indians had no idea of their loca
tion, but as the river bent round eastward in advance of him 
Anderson had no anxiety. The hardships of the journey were 
telling severely on the men when, on June 6, they found a beaten 
road and tracks of horses. The same day they met two Indians, 
" who proved to be old Black-eye, the Similkameen, and his Son-
in-law, on their way to visit their deer snares." Anderson 
learned that he was still about 20 miles from the appointed 
rendezvous at Red Earth Fork, where Princeton stands to-day. 
The son-in-law was sent to fetch the horses, and Black-eye 

(12) A. C. Anderson, Journal of an Expedition under the command of 
Alex. C. Anderson of the Hudson's Bay Company, undertaken with the view 
of ascertaining the practicability of a communication with the interior, for 
the import of the annual Supplies. (Original manuscript in Provincial 
Archives.) I am indebted to His Honour Judge Howay for the loan of a 
transcript of this and other journals and letters, references to which are 
cited hereafter as F. W. Howay MSS. 
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guided the party from Otter Lake to the Kamloops trail. Black-
eye's lodge was at the north end of the lake, and the party 
enjoyed a meal of fresh carp. Their own provisions were 
exhausted. Anderson learned that the beaten road which he 
had struck led straight across the bend of the river. Had it not 
been for the depth of snow, he would have seen it at the divide, 
and saved himself the painful circuit. It was used by the 
Indians during the summer when they went hunting. Anderson 
never lost sight of the main purpose of his journey, which was 
to discover a feasible route for the brigade trail from Kamloops 
to Fort Langley; and in his journal he makes ample references 
to sites with good pasturage for horses, and to the suitability of 
the country for pack-trains. At the same time he appreciated 
the beauty of the land through which he travelled. The horses 
from Red Earth Fork arrived on June 7, and Anderson left 
Otter Lake the same day. The following night he made this 
record of the land through which he passed:— 

" Our road to-day has lain, for the greater part of the distance, through 
a charming country. Beautiful swelling hills, covered with rich verdure, 
and studded at rare intervals with ornamental clumps of the Red Fir and 
the Aspen. This is the chief characteristic of the scenery; in some direc
tions as far as the eye can reach."13 

Kamloops was reached on June 9, the whole journey having 
lasted twenty-six days. Anderson was satisfied that a brigade 
road between Kamloops and Hope, following in part the way he 
had travelled, was practicable. 

In 1847 Anderson continued his explorations.14 A route by 
way of the Fraser " Falls " (or lower canyon) was thought to 
be practicable, and in November, 1847, upon this assumption, 
Ovid Allard and party were sent from Fort Langley to establish 
Fort Yale. This route was used to bring the returns to Fort 
Langley in the spring of 1848, and to take in the outfits to New 
Caledonia in the fall. It was again used in the spring of 1849, 
but proved difficult.15 It had already been determined to seek 
a more feasible route, as we learn from the following passage in 

(13) Ibid. 
(14) A. C Anderson, Journal of an Expedition to Fort Langley via 

Thompson's and Fraser's Rivers, Summer of 1847. (F. W. Howay MSS.) 
(15) James Douglas to John Tod, October 30, 1848. (F. W. Howay 

MSS.) 
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a letter from James Douglas to John Tod, dated at Fort Langley 
October 30, 1848 :— 
. . . In consequence of the very unfavourable report we have received 
from Messrs Manson and Anderson of their last summer's route we have 
come to the determination of opening a new road recommended by Mr. 
Peers after a very careful survey. Leaving Fraser's River it follows suc
cessively the valleys of the Quiquialla, Peers and the Sosqua Rivers, from 
thence the crossing of the dividing ridge into the Similkameen Valley, where 
it falls upon Mr. Anderson's track of 1846 and follows it to the Thompson's 
River. Mr. Peers will be despatched with ten men in a few days hence to 
commence operations a t the mouth of the Quiquialla, where we intend to 
establish a small Post . . . and enable us to complete [the road] in 
time for the Brigade of 1849. 

The main objection to this route had been the heavy snow
falls, but Chief Trader James Murray Yale had sent a party 
from Fort Langley to visit the area during the summer, and they 
had reported favourably. The road was completed " according 
to plan," and used in the fall of 1849. 

This road, which became the brigade trail, had five stopping-
places between Hope and Otter Lake. The first was Manson 
Camp, at the head of Peers Creek, 15 miles from Hope. The 
next was Encampement du Chevreuill (Deer Camp), 19 miles 
farther on. It was here that Chief Trader Paul Fraser was 
killed by a falling tree in July, 1855. The third camp was at 
the bend of the Tulameen, on the east side of the river, and 49 
miles from Hope. The fourth was on the plateau near Lode-
stone Mountain, a distance of 12 miles from Camp 3. Another 
12 miles brought the brigade to Encampement des Femmes, near 
Otter Lake. It was so called because the Indians used to leave 
their women and children there when going on the summer hunt. 

In October, 1937, in company with W. A. ("Podunk") 
Davis, the writer travelled from Otter Lake, past Camp 5, and 
up Jackson Mountain. Very little of the old trail is apparent 
now, but at one or two places the switchbacks are still to be 
seen. At one point we came across an old stump, from which, 
near the base, a piece of wood projected, making a triangle with 
the trail and the tree. This was one of the little devices the 
brigade man used to keep the horses from rubbing their packs 
against the tree. The horses had to go around the projection. 
This road, used for many years, has long since fallen into dis-


