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Between 1957 and 1969, print media portrayed construction of a large dam on the Peace River in
northern British Columbia as necessary for economic development, while failing to discuss repercussions
for the Sekani, who lived in the valley that would be flooded. This thesis analyzes the role of press
structure and journalistic practice in shaping coverage of the development. It reveals that mainstream
presses showed significant interest in aboriginal issues, yet ignored the potential consequences of the
dam for the Sekani despite concerns raised at the time, particularly by an aboriginal press seeking to
politicize the general public. Stories influenced by newspaper structure and practice instead portrayed
development as having no negative consequences and marginalization of “Indians” as unrelated to
industrial resource exploitation. This study contributes to our understanding of aboriginal history and
the history of hydroelectric development during a period of significant change in mass media in Canada.
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INTRODUCTION

The prospect of harnessing the hydroelectric power of the Peace River in BC’s
northern “Siberia” first made dramatic front page headlines in 1957 as part of a
seemingly fantastic scheme by a Swedish industrialist to create the world’s largest
reservoir, convert 40,000 square miles of territory to an instant industrial empire, and
construct a high-speed 400-mile monorail north of Prince George to the Yukon.' The
story provided rich fodder for Vancouver’s two major competing newspapers. The
Vancouver Sun and Province were in the final stages of a “frantic” decade-long
circulation war that had eroded more low-keyed, responsible journalism in favour of
“scoops” and headlines.”> They were also negotiating an unorthodox merger to better
secure advertising revenue and their own futures.” Together, they threw early editorial
support behind the northern development proposal, in tandem with the backing of the
business community’s Vancouver Board of Trade. They did so despite hesitancies,
mostly expressed by the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) opposition, that
investor Axel Wenner-Gren had been blacklisted by the Canadian government during the
Second World War.*

For its part, the rapidly growing northern Prince George Citizen scoffed at
detractors who “pretend to be alarmed [Wenner Gren] made immense profits as a result
of his connection with munitions firms during the last war and was reported to be a
confidant of leaders of the late Nazi regime in Germany, including Hitler and Goering.
So what.”® The Citizen, newly in the hands of B.C. businessman-publisher, W.B. Milner,

argued there was more to gain than lose in the government’s associations with the



Wenner-Gren interests.® The newspaper’s enthusiastic if uncritical support was part of
the Citizen’s recent editorial campaign to promote all projects that promised the rapid
industrial development of the northlands.

The provincial press at this time also drew attention, if briefly, to aboriginal
hunting bands in the region that might be affected by the Wenner-Gren scheme.
Vancouver Province stories about the perceived destitution of the region’s hunting bands
contrasted with the hyper-modern proposal and resulted in a short-lived “Save the
Sekanis” newspaper campaign. This involved an airlift of 7.5 tons of reader-donated
goods to Sekani recipients living in the Rocky Mountain Trench who were described as
living in debt and squalor.” The editors of the Prince George Citizen, stung by attention
to a region they felt best positioned to represent, derided the scheme as a sensationalist
ploy to sell newspapers. (Indeed, the eastern-owned Province, which had dominated the
Vancouver market until 1946, was in danger of losing its competitive edge to the
Vancouver Sun.)® The Citizen countered with an “exclusive” story, based on one “expert”
source, claiming that Sekani poverty was in fact an economic and social condition to
which the “stone age” bands of the region were long accustomed.’ The northern
newspaper poked fun at donations of bras and perfume from urban readers, and at the
gullibility of the Province reporter, while constructing the Sekani as being in on the joke
at urban readers’ expense.

Even by the “objective” reporting standards of the day, the spate of stories that
ensued had little to do with analyzing aboriginal interests, and much to do with using
racial tropes and stereotypes to fuel a skirmish between urban presses and the oldest and

fastest growing newspaper in the north for claims to reporting expertise and readership



loyalties. The press was acting as more than a passive mirror of the biases and social
norms of the day. Rather, evolving press structures and journalistic practice in B.C.
media history played a significant role in shaping the parameters of public debate about
the dam, the land and the people in the province’s hinterland.

The ramifications of that debate continue to this day. As noted by the Prince
George Citizen in 2006, the permanent displacement of Sekani was not openly discussed
when the Peace River dam was planned and constructed, nor were the Sekani effectively
consulted or compensated. After the dam’s completion in 1967, the Sekani’s Tsay Keh
Dene band resisted government resettlement plans and staked out an “illegal” settlement
at Ingenika which the government of Canada for the next twenty years refused to
recognize or fund.'® The Sekani achieved some compensation in 1989 to help rebuild a
settlement at the north end of the Williston reservoir - but only after initiating and
winning local, regional, and national media coverage of their plight."' Today, nearly 40
years after the Sekani’s displacement, the consequences of the W.A.C. Bennett dam and
Williston reservoir continue to be contested in the context of unresolved land claims and
ongoing development pressure in the north.'> Meanwhile, Tsay Keh Dene village,
dependent on a generator, still operates without benefit of the electricity the dam has long
provided for the general public.

The W.A.C. Bennett era of post-war growth, progress and modernization in B.C.
suggests the consequences of dam development for the Sekani might hardly have been a
topic of public debate at the time. Yet a better understanding of this little-studied period
of journalism and press history can shed light on why stories concerning Aboriginal

people and dam development in northern B.C. were not told, why growing concerns



about human and environmental consequences were marginalized, and why there was
such a marked failure to understand Aboriginal aspirations before the explosive 1969
White Paper on Indian Policy. This study finds that between 1957 and 1969, the print
media overwhelmingly portrayed the construction of a large dam on the Peace River in
northern B.C. as necessary for economic development in the region. Media coverage,
analyzed in the context of communications theories, reveals that although the local and
regional mainstream press showed interest in aboriginal issues, it ignored the potential
consequences of the dam for the Sekani despite concerns that were raised at the time,
particularly by an aboriginal press seeking to politicize the general public. Because of
the significant role of mainstream press structures and journalistic practice, stories instead
conveyed notions that development had no negative consequences and that
marginalization of “Indians” was caused by racial and cultural factors unrelated to
industrial resource exploitation in the north. This study, then, contributes to an
understanding of aboriginal history, the history of hydroelectric development and the
history of the media by exploring press coverage of the W.A.C. Bennett dam and the
Sekani during a period marked by significant changes in the structure of the Canadian
media and the practice of journalism in Canada.

The initial sensationalism of the Wenner-Gren proposal later gave way, by the fall
of 1957, to the more sober realization that engineering of a major hydroelectric dam on
the Peace was indeed technically possible. Premier W.A.C. Bennett enlisted the private
Peace River Power Development Company, a subsidiary of Wenner-Gren interests, to
pursue a market for the dam’s hydroelectricity at the same time that international talks

resumed between Canada and the United States concerning damming the Columbia River



in BC. Although public debate evolved in the ensuing years, and indeed, became more
subtle under the influence of news copy imported from other newspapers challenging the
parochialism of local discourse, there was unanimity in both Vancouver’s daily
newspapers and in the Prince George Cifizen that the northland in question was for the
most part empty and inhospitable; that foreign capital was necessary to develop it; and
that “industrialisation by invitation” was the obvious approach to economic growth."

By 1961, the year the Columbia River Treaty was signed, bulldozers and work
crews were excavating three diversion tunnels on the Peace River. In December 1967,
the British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority completed the W.A.C. Bennett Dam as
the local and regional media celebrated the magnitude of the accomplishment. Over the
next two years, the impounded northward flowing Peace River flooded 230 miles of the
Rocky Mountain Trench and in the process abruptly transformed the life-ways of the
semi-nomadic Sekani bands who had long hunted in the region.'* While the W.A.C.
Bennett Dam was a feat of engineering on an unprecedented scale, evolving journalistic
practice and shifting media structures show press coverage of the dam was itself a
significant act of construction.

The question raised here is relevant and timely in terms of the scholarly literature for
three key reasons. First, this inter-disciplinary case study builds on trends in communication
theories which have increasingly placed media as “signifying” or “meaning” institutions at the
centre of social, political, economic and cultural relations. Formerly portrayed as little more than
a mirror reflecting public attitudes, the media have recently been shown to be crucial in the

(133

shaping of social consensus, active in the “‘manufacture of consent,” [and] in the workings of

ideologies—ideas and assumptions about the world.”'> While the study of mass communications



has developed in the past 40 years in the social sciences, insights tend to be applied
predominantly to contemporary mass media. In fact, during the first few decades of the
twentieth century in North America, the mass media assumed an unprecedented level of
influence.'® Minko Sotiron found that the corporative transformation of the newspaper in
Canada took place between 1890 and 1920 in an era of rapid industrialization, increasing
literacy, urbanisation, and press profitability, when entrepreneurial-minded publishers took
control of newspapers from editor-politicians explicitly affiliated with political par‘cies.17 Many
of Canada’s most powerful press magnates and family dynasties gained their footing during this
time, including William Southam, the Sifton family, J.B. Maclean, and Roy Thomson who
entered the business in the 1930s.'® This has garnered scholarly interest, supported by a
foundation of evidence in the unpublished papers of early press barons, reporter diaries,
biographies, and newspaper archives belonging to newspaper chains. Less attention in the
relatively new field of media history has been paid to subsequent developments, particularly
outside major cities, until the rise of television."” W.H. Kesteron argued that 1953 began a
significant stage in the rise of the mass media when press owners sought to compete with
television and broadcast industries for advertising and markets, initially by bringing in “more
content from afar” and increasing their visual appeal.>® The Senate Special Committee on the
Mass Media described the 1950s and 1960s as an era of consolidation and convergence as chains
bought out family-owned and individually run newspapers, and increased their monopolies in
cities across Canada.”! By the 1980s, Canada had the most highly concentrated newspaper
ownership in the world as competition in Canada’s private enterprise press system squeezed out
rival newspapers in most cities and as a commercialized press integrated with Canadian business

interests.”> Mass media ownership is similarly concentrated in Australia, and studies of media



portrayals of aboriginal people in Australia by media scholars such as Michael Meadows are
relevant to the Canadian context. Meadows argues that changing journalistic practices have had
a powerful influence over public perceptions, particularly of aboriginal people, because for most
of the public, the media are the sole sources of information about racial issues.” As a result, he
finds that journalism “has been and remains complicit in creating and sustaining the environment
of uncertainty and division in Australian race relations through its systematic management of
information.””*

Second, this thesis intersects with studies of non-aboriginal representation of Indians, in
the vein of Robert F. Berkhofer’s The White Man’s Indian, or Daniel Francis’s The Imaginary
Indian. These authors connect tropes of the noble savage, the bloodthirsty warrior, or the pitiable
vanishing race to broad-brush European concerns about access to land, the corrupting influence
of civilization, or nostalgia upon the closing of the frontier. However, Canadian historian R.
Scott Sheffield was right to suggest some of this literature produces “ahistorical and overly rigid
impressions of the imaginary Indian largely divorced from its historical context.” He argued the
“complexity and nuances of English Canada’s image of the ‘Indian’ can be best understood in
light of the historical particularities in which it existed because only thus did it have meaning.”>
His recent work addresses the issue by focusing more specifically on imagery of Indians before,
during and after the Second World War era, arguing this allows for a disciplined examination of
an extensive base of primary source material within its peculiar historical context.*

Yet, although he relied heavily on media sources, Sheffield neglected the history of the
media themselves, and made no reference to the theory and methodologies of mass media and

communications studies. Consequently, his portrayal of the media lacks subtlety. For example,

Sheffield did not acknowledge the complexity of the ambiguous relationships between media



coverage and public opinion. The evidence he used to support an interpretation that public
opinion was monolithic and non-partisan regarding aboriginal people in Canada might equally
indicate the homogeneity of a corporate mass media that increasingly ignored or suppressed
alternative and dissenting opinions. Sheffield’s assertion that “fundamentally, newspapers were
not simply sources of opinions” but “reflections of the cultural values and norms of the society in
which they operated” is a classic portrayal of the media as mirror that obscures the power and
ability of the media to shape opinion, frame the parameters of debate, and construct “realities.””’
Nevertheless, Sheffield’s is one of only a few studies of representations of aboriginal people in -
the twentieth century, and this present study builds on his insights.

Finally, this thesis contributes to recent literature analyzing the socio-political dynamics
underpinning major hydroelectric development in Canada’s northland, which began in the 1950s
and peaked in the 1970s, with Alcan’s Kemano dam and the W.A.C. Bennett dam developments
in British Columbia among the first major construction projects.”® Large dams have generally
been linked with modernisation, pent-up post-war demand for growth, and “better living”
promoted through major advertising campaigns.” Those who questioned megadams in Canada
“were overwhelmed by the rhetoric of progress” and were asked “if they would like to return to
wood stoves and candlelight.”® Proponents also assumed that the environmental and social
harms which generally accompany large, technically complex projects were acceptable, or at
least inevitable, to a modern way of life.! As a result, the World Commission on Dams found in
its 2000 Final Report a history of “pervasive and systematic failure” on the part of public
authorities, in countries as disparate as Canada, Chile, and Zimbabwe, to assess negative impacts
of large dams or to address adequately consequences for the displaced. These it determined to be

largely indigenous populations who typically lacked land rights or legal title to affected remote



territories, as well as marginalized ethnic minorities. ** Similarly, the social and environmental
effects of monumental hydroelectric developments in Canada and the U.S. were also overlooked
in the early scholarly literature’s positivist emphasis on dams as engineering and technological
feats, provincial economic development tools, or as instruments of western expansionism in the
Us.?

The imperative of modernisation through major hydroelectric development appeared so
compellingly self-evident that it continued to shape the local literature into the 1990s. This was
the case for anthropologist Guy Lanoue, historians Mary Koyl and Katherine Buehler, and, more
recently, geographers J.E. Windsor and J.A. McVey, who brought attention to the experience of
the Sekani in relation to the W.A.C. Bennett dam, and to the Cheslatta T’en in relation to the
Alcan Kemano project. Together, these studies illustrate the extreme marginalisation of
aboriginal communities in the dam development process.34 However, their methodological
approaches focused on negative aboriginal experiences of relocation, community breakdown,
and alienation from irrevocably lost territory, while overlooking macro-social, political and
economic dynamics behind dam developments.” In accepting the idea that large dams were
necessary, inevitable, and of unquestioned public benefit, the writers characterized the fallout for
several hundred people as a “tragedy,” suggesting that it was the outcome of forces beyond
human control. Thus, Windsor and McVey accepted the privately developed Kemano dam as
serving a common good, yet portrayed it as “wicked” because of its effects on a minority.*®
Koyl encouraged greater sensitivity to aboriginal perspectives through improved cross-cultural
communication strategies while urging politicians and bureaucrats to incorporate aboriginal
concerns in resource planning.’’ Aboriginal experiences as a result amounted to little more than a

moral question for the dominant culture to consider in, at most, modifying its ongoing agenda.



In the past ten years, however, historians in particular have turned their attention to the
complex dynamics underpinning large dam development in the United States and Canada,
seeking to situate an apparently trans-national ideology of progress and modernisation within
contexts of historical contingency and local nuance. Environmental historian Matthew Evenden
in 2004 examined the near-damming of the Fraser River and illustrated just how contingent the
outcome was, given the multiple pressures to realize its hydroelectric potential.*® More
generally, historian David Nye has sought to “debunk technological determinism,” emphasizing
the role of narratives generated to legitimate the adoption of technology such as hydroelectricity
in the United States.”® Nye suggests that at key points, choice and imputed meaning to the
technology were open-ended. In the B.C. context, Arn Keeling and Robert Macdonald note the
growing emphasis on “multiple modernities” as a means of “temper[ing] the notion of a
hegemonic, universal modernity,” while Tina Loo most recently, in 2007, brought new attention
to how various constituencies experienced the dam’s environmental consequences in the north.*
An examination of the critical role of the media in shaping public discourse about the W.A.C.
Bennett dam and its consequences can help shed light on a vital link between public perception,
abo‘riginal experience, and the power structures connected with such a major development in the
province’s northland.

The role of the media in democratic societies has evolved. Social scientist Jurgen
Habermas in the 1960s developed a theoretical model of the “public sphere” as a site for rational
discourse based on principles of freedom of assembly and equal access. The “public sphere”
existed outside the state, the market, and private households and facilitated the development of
public opinion and its interaction with the political structure.*' This thesis considers the

influence of the commercialized press on the public sphere of mass-mediated public discourse in
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BC, focusing on the Prince George Citizen as the first and largest northern B.C. paper to
undergo a significant shift from local control to the control of a B.C. businessman intent on
capitalizing the operation. Between 1957 and 1969, the province saw a quickening trend to press
monopolies and a reliance on institutional “objective” reporting that tended to reinforce existing
power structures. Meanwhile, perspectives in alternative media such as the BC-based aboriginal
newspaper The Native Voice were largely excluded, suggesting the inability or unwillingness of
mainstream commercial media to address various class and racial interests. Throughout this
period, concerns about the repercussions of structural changes to media ownership were growing,
to the point when in 1969 public pressure led the federal government to establish the first
national inquiry into the history of media concentration in Canada.** In the same year, the
Citizen was purchased by Southam Inc., one of the three largest newspaper chains in Canada.
Similar concerns about the mainstream press spurred the rise of alternative presses such as the
Georgia Straight, launched in May 1967. These questioned the ability of both the monopolistic
press and the practices of “objective” journalism to serve the public interest. By then, a greater
role for professionally trained journalists within a commercial structure seemed to hold a
promise of a check on the power of the private press. The analysis ends here, as the question of
how reformist journalism shaped subsequent discourse about the Peace dam and the Sekani
would require another study.

An emphasis on the media as a site of knowledge and cultural production is
timely, as scholars in media studies and aboriginal representation issues in B.C. have
recently challenged the postmodernist tendency to situate power exclusively in text.*?
Canadian media scholars Rowland Lorimer and Jean McNulty assert that

“postmodernism has a notable weakness: it underplays the ... dominant set of values and
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attitudes that underpin much of the institutions and operations of societies.”™* Media
production is clearly too complex a process to be consciously controlled or to exist
entirely outside the realm of public opinion which, with regard to aboriginal peoples in
Canada in the 1950s and early 1960s, generally ranged from indifference to a vanishing
race to liberal-democratic notions of inclusion.* However, in his Selling British
Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 1890-1970, Michael Dawson found that too
much historical agency and power had been ascribed to the “targets rather than the
initiators of cultural discourses.” He argues that “as the literature stands right now, we
know very little about the actions and ideologies of the producers of mass culture in
Canada.””*® Similarly, Sandra Lambertus in her 2004 examination of the media at the
Gustafsen Lake standoff in BC, pointed to a flaw in much of the literature concerning
media representation of minorities for assuming that media contexts are either irrelevant
or all the same. Her case study challenges those preconceptions by incorporating analysis
of media context and structural elements in the communications process during the crisis
at Gustafsen Lake, although she neglected a consideration of alternative media.*’

The aim of this study, as Michael Meadows notes of his work, is “to find out why
the content is as it is, rather than the mere fact that it is.”*® As a result, this investigation
incorporates discourse analysis as more amenable to historical insight than the
quantitative approaches typical of communications studies. Informal content analysis of
story placement, use of sources, and numbers of topic-related stories help inform
analysis; however, a more discursive approach allows for an examination of the text’s
style and rhetoric to better understand why some choices are preferred over others in

social, political, and cultural contexts.** At the same time, questions concerning the role
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of the publisher and editors, the resources dedicated to news gathering, and the news
practices of reporters, influenced how and what stories were told about the dam and about
aboriginal people. Mining press texts for local opinion and perspectives on the
assumption that reporting reflects the “unexamined biases” of reporters, the
“internalization of prevalent images of Indians,” and the general thinking of the day,
without also taking press structure and journalistic practice into account, treats media
institutions as if they were passive and invisible in conducting public discourse.’

Further, local and urban presses have long been viewed as exemplifying the
dichotomy between progressive urban readers and more conservative local interests. For
instance, in his article, “The Press, the Boldt Decision, and Indian-White Relations,”
Bruce G. Miller argued that newspaper reporting in the Skagit Valley of northwest
Washington State helped protect the interests of the dominant ethnic group in regions of
resource extraction where aboriginal interests and local interests were in competition for
limited and vital resources. In contrast, “reporting in urban Seattle, with its more
diversified economy, appears to be qualitatively different from that in the resource
procurement areas, just as it varies between Vancouver and outlying areas in British
Columbia.”l51 A dichotomy between the urban and hinterland press commonly underpins
analysis of the Bennett era.’>

This thesis instead builds on evidence of an emerging division in B.C. and in
Canada in the 1960s between the broad, public interest claims of the “mainstream” press,
typically business-owned and funded by mass consumer advertising, and “alternative”
presses, which were usually funded by subscribers and interest groups, institutions, and

other sources, and which publicly acknowledged an editorial point of view in addressing
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specific issues.” Local presses were increasingly falling under the control of newspaper
chains and entrepreneurial business interests. As the influence of television grew, so did
the emphasis on efficiency in production, capitalisation of presses, and competition for
advertising revenue. This imposed limitations on public debate, as argued here in relation
to the Citizen’s coverage of the Peace Dam and the Sekani, and may have discouraged the
contribution of more varied local perspectives in privately run presses that increasingly
served overtly commercial agendas. The structural shift spearheaded by Prince George
Citizen at the time under study was prescient, as virtually all northern presses by 2006,
including the Alaska Highway News, Prince George Citizen, Prince George This Week,
North Peace Express, The Northern, Prince Rupert Daily News, Prince Rupert Daily
News Extra, and Peace River Block News, were under the control of Glacier Ventures
International Corporation, whose interests extended across North America and included
specialty technical publications, and newspaper and trade publications sold in the U.S.,
Canada and Mexico.™

Research for this study follows news coverage related to the Peace River dam and
aboriginal people as it developed in the alternative, urban and regional press, with a key
goal of discerning differences in story construction in relation to structural issues. The
Prince George Citizen and The Native Voice, the B.C.-based aboriginal newspaper
reaching a national audience at the time, are key primary sources. They are critical to
capturing the dominant discourse and the alternative discourse while facilitating a focus
on how media structure and journalistic practice can help explain some of the differences.
Although it would be ideal to explore local newsroom culture systematically, including

staffing levels, reporter backgrounds, budgets, and newsroom guidelines, most
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newspapers are private companies and much information is privileged. The research is
based on available evidence in the Prince George Citizen concerning its own structural
shifts; the Report of the Special Senate Study of Mass Media, many of whose findings
and analysis of press practices in the 1960s are applicable to daily newspapers like the
Citizen, the industry journal Canadian Printer and Publisher, whose focus was on larger
presses and the industry as a whole; and in secondary literature. The secondary literature
on weekly and smaller presses is sparse; determining issues concerning ownership,
newsroom resources and unique circumstances of other northern papers requires primary
research that goes beyond a dependence on discourse analysis alone that fails to take into
account such structural issues.” How local perspectives were systematically represented
in other papers in B.C.’s north is certainly a question that bears further examination.
Finally, it might be noted that Prince George library holdings of the Citizen newspaper
were not indexed for the time period under study. Research methods involved intensive
reading of the paper over several months at key news cycles as well at regular intervals
between the years 1956 and 1969. At the time of writing, the Prince George Newspaper
Project was underway to digitize and make available online six early Prince George
newspapers, including the Prince George Citizen.>®

This study examines events as they unfolded chronologically, from the Peace dam’s first
announcement to its completion. Chapter One examines the Prince George Citizen’s coverage of
aboriginal and development issues when the Citizen operated as the profitable arm of
businessman/publisher W.B. Milner’s enterprises. Media “blind-spots” arising from such
structural issues as the paper’s promotion of consumerism and the state of journalistic practice

were compounded by the Citizen’s self-constructed role as an uncritical booster of northern
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development, setting the stage for support of the Peace dam development with little examination
of consequences. Chapter Two analyzes three key news cycles between 1957 and 1964,
comparing related stories as they were handled in various newspapers. Each cycle illustrates
more specifically how journalistic practice and newspaper structures limited public debate,
facilitating the B.C. government’s high-stakes goal of launching both the Peace and the
Columbia projects simultaneously, while providing little clarity or coherence regarding their
purpose and their implications for the north or for its aboriginal people. Chapter Three explores
both the Citizen’s coverage of aboriginal issues as dam construction took place between 1964
and 1967, and the parallel discourse unfolding in The Native Voice that challenged some of the
dominant culture’s most basic assumptions. The latter’s early appeal to political leaders, general
readers, and opinion gatekeepers, coupled with consistent calls for mainstream press
accountability, suggest that the mainstream press missed an opportunity to engage with the
aboriginal community as it sought to politicize the general public. By 1969 and the close of this
thesis, the state of discourse mediated by the commercial press was an issue of national concern;
the release of the White Paper on federal Indian policy revealed the gulf between the aboriginal
community and the dominant culture, and the W.A.C. Bennett dam itself was under rapidly
mounting criticism for its expense, environmental costs, and human costs.

In summary, this case study situates the local and regional press as a critical site of
discourse mediating differing views of land use in the north. It contributes to recent literature
analyzing the socio-political dynamics underpinning major hydroelectric development as well as
to the little-examined issue of aboriginal representation in the twentieth century. Finally, it
contributes to discussion regarding the relationship between media and minorities in an evolving

pluralist democratic society.
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CHAPTER ONE

BLIND-SPOTS AND BOOSTERISM IN THE PRINCE GEORGE CITIZEN

The Citizen and the Sekani

In the decade prior to completion of the W.A.C. Bennett dam, the Prince George Citizen
served as the major source of local news regarding the city, the fate of “Indians,” and the pace of
industrial change in the north.! Between 1956 and 1968, the city changed from an “overgrown
bush camp” of settlers, prospectors, and traders to a pulp and paper town of wage-labourers,
salaried professionals, and entrepreneurs, and in 1956 was predicted to be growing faster than
any other city in Canada, according to a promotional article about Prince George that reached a
national audience at the time.” During this time, readers found articles about aboriginal people
scattered among Cold War-era headlines on local bomb shelters, molybdenum mine prospects,
and hospital issues. This suggested “Indians” were a constant factor in local public
consciousness, even if the images proved malleable and often contradictory, running the gamut
between depicting intractable racial difference and the potential for liberal-democratic equality
as full Canadian citizens. The Prince George Citizen s articles and commentary, for instance,
drew on images of noble Indians from a distant past, Hollywood stereotypes of Indians on the
warpath, images of drunken degeneracy, and notions of stone aged people doomed to extinction,
as well as more sympathetic images of grateful recipients of the charity of the dominant culture.
At the same time, momentum was building to extend the vote to Status Indians as the federal
government continued to pursue its goals of full integration and a gradual cessation of funding

for Native programs.’



In the inflated rhetoric of the Atomic Age, the Citizen also asserted itself as essential to a
democratic society, appealing to its readers’ sense of responsibility as “free citizens in a free
nation” to be fully informed with “accurate information” on “all that concerns our country,
province and community.” The paper promised to maintain “its proud heritage of truth” and to
stand “steadfast in the protection of your rights to know all the facts all the time.”* By these lofty
standards it was bound to fail. At this stage the concept of press freedom in Canada, which for
the public meant freedom of expression rather than a property right of press owners, was based
more on rhetoric than reality, as historian Minko Sotiron found. Entrepreneurial publishers had
generally weakened the political content and purpose of Canadian newspapers as they
commercialized their operations, while the public continued to view the newspaper as a vehicle
of free expression and a “defender against oppression and wrongdoing: in short, as an institution
with a public obligation.”

Even so, the Citizen appeared to embrace its public obligation when an editorial on
March 28, 1957 pronounced the “Indian problem” an “important” one for Canadians given the
apparent contradiction between poverty and progress. In the editor’s estimation, the issue had
failed to receive the critical public attention it demanded, as “most Canadians are not consciously
aware that an Indian problem exists.”® This assessment, prompted by a news story of the release
of the federally commissioned Hawthorn report, The Indians of British Columbia, came one
month after headlines announced the possibility of building the “greatest hydroelectric power
project in the world” north of Prince George.” Yet the editorial made no link between ongoing
discussion about the possible radical re-engineering of BC’s northland and the impending
displacement of aboriginal people living in the region. “Indians” were an abstract concept, a

national responsibility and not a local one, and certainly not one that might impinge on an
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agenda of growth, progress, and economic prosperity. Such contradictions constituted media
“blind spots” rooted to a degree in structural issues related to its publisher’s business interests,
negative portrayals of local aboriginal people because of reporter dependence on institutions, and
the Prince George newspaper’s appeal to readers as both citizens and consumers. Media blind-
spots, however, were only part of the problem. This chapter argues that the entrepreneurial
Prince George Citizen, supported by journalistic practices of the day, conflated its interests in
growth and consumption with a self-constructed role as an uncritical booster of northern
development. This in turn set the stage for support of the Peace River dam development with
little examination of its consequences.

The consequences of the planning, construction, and completion of the Peace River dam
and Williston Reservoir between 1957 and 1969 unfolded for the Sekani outside the media
spotlight and without meaningful public debate. Discussion subsequent to Premier Bennett’s
1957 announcement to proceed with a dam on the Peace River took place mostly at the
bureaucratic level and involved meetings and correspondence amongst federal and provincial
governments as well as, in the 1960s, BC Hydro. They exchanged trap-line lists, maps, and
engineering reports while handling contentious issues largely outside the public sphere, such as
compensation, concerns about wildlife impacts, and proposals for alternative reserves. Officials
in the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) felt the developer had a moral obligation to
compensate those whose means of livelihood would be destroyed, “regardless of legal
obligation,” but that was a position they voiced privately.®

Meanwhile, Sekani bands continued to travel extensively throughout the Rocky Mountain
Trench region, using the Finlay and Parsnip Rivers as transportation routes, maintaining

numerous gathering sites, and harvesting trap-lines while incorporating snowmobiles and other
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technology into their traditional hunting practices.” The length of time between initial contact
with Europeans and a major influx of non-Native settlers in the northern interior also meant
traditional economies were “surviving better” while giving various Indian groups time to adjust
to new regimes.'® The Sekani had met Europeans face to face by the late 1790s, and had begun
trading regularly at North West Company posts in 1805. That ushered in a century during which
the Sekani combined hunting and gathering with commercial trapping. Although they passed
through the Sekani territory during the Omineca gold rush of 1861 and the Yukon gold rush of
the late 1890s, few miners stayed very long. Roman Catholic missionaries arrived during the
1880s and some Sekani children later underwent compulsory education at the LeJac Catholic
Residential School, constructed in 1921 outside Fort Fraser.!" The McKenna McBride
commission demarcated two Sekani reserves in 1916 but they were never accepted by the
Sekani.'? The province introduced trap-line registration in the 1920s, and interaction with
newcomers increased with surveys for possible routes through traditional territories for the
Alaska Highway during the Second World War, followed by infrastructure built to accommodate
development of oil and natural gas resources. By the early 1960s, some Sekani families earned
wages working at portable saw mills, as did some youths in the summer months—evidence of an
evolving “dual economy” in which wages supported traditional social and economic practices."
As Mary Koyl summarized, however, “[t]he most dramatic economic development ... was the
construction of the Bennett dam.”"*

In this context, the Stuart Lake Agency of the DIA did not contact or consult the Ingenika
band respecting the proposed flooding of the Rocky Mountain Trench until three years after the
federal government had been notified in 1959."> Between 1962 and the commencement of

flooding in 1967, bureaucrats concentrated on establishing alternative reserve sites to replace the
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officially designated 168 acres of reserve lands set aside in the 1916 McKenna McBride
commission report. They also viewed employment opportunities as the sole issue at stake.'® The
goal in the words of J.V. Boys, the Indian Commissioner of BC, as indicated in internal
departmental correspondence in 1964, was to “take advantage of a situation whereby the Indian
people concerned will have a better opportunity through integration to become part of the
provincial economy and without increasing the acreage of Indian Reserve Lands in the
Province.”'” Compensation for the impending dispossession extended solely to 32 families
whose trap-lines were destined to be submerged. BC Hydro paid no compensation to the band for
loss of hunting and gathering places throughout the flooded territory, or for loss of access to
traditional transportation routes. DIA officials attempted a degree of consultation with Sekani
bands about the flooding, in some cases sending field staff to meet on an ad hoc basis with
random families and in other cases organizing more formal meetings. However, the DIA had
tried in 1920 and again in 1959 to merge several bands for what it claimed were administrative
reasons, and this contributed to innumerable challenges regarding representation, votes,
meetings, and procedures.'® While the B.C. government continued to behave as if aboriginal
people had no land rights, the federal government in its early relations with B.C. “frequently
disapproved of provincial policies” yet did not challenge them. It thus “weakly exercised its
fiduciary responsibility and, as the years went by, came to support most provincial Native land
policies.”"’

The result, from the Sekani’s perspective and as outlined in a subsequent claims
submission, was that the magnitude and import of the flood came without warning. Consultation
was ad hoc, poorly executed, and coercive. Government agents burned cabins in threatened

village sites as floodwaters drowned gravesites and radically altered the landscape. In the band’s
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assessment, it had lost hundreds of square miles and the basis of its spiritual, cultural, and
economic systems. The Sekani experience also represented, in the words of lawyer Waldemar
Braul, “what happens when Canada’s political and economic institutions fail.”* One of those
institutions was the media. As Scott Sheffield argued, a key result of how the press depicted
Indians prior to World War II and again in the 1950s was public indifference to their modern-day
reality, leaving the DIA “with an almost free hand to pursue assimilation in whatever manner it
saw fit.”!
Currently, a number of generally accepted reasons explain why the impact of the dam for
Sekani bands might hardly have been considered a topic of public debate at the time. The
environmental movement and the public’s engagement with the aboriginal rights movement were
still in the future, as was the landmark Calder decision of 1973 when the courts for the first time
recognized the existence of aboriginal title. Premier Bennett’s determined vision and “control of
public debate” ensured broad public support for BC’s “era of progress.”* Northern aboriginal
groups such as the Sekani, who were not signatories to Treaty Eight of 1899, were typically
viewed as apolitical and isolated, and therefore not in a position to mount an effective protest.”?
Resource interests, scientists, and aboriginal fishing interests were focused on saving the Fraser
River from hydroelectric development and thus welcomed the damming of the Peace as an
alternative.”* Finally, an activist, liberal-minded press is associated with the post-Watergate
vogue for investigative journalism in both the United States and Canada, as well as with the rise
of the civil rights and environmental movements; the idea that the media just as actively
promoted the status quo before that time is rarely considered.”

However, research into media blind-spots is relatively recent in media studies and adds

considerable nuance to these generalisations. As Australian scholar Michael Meadows and
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Canadian scholar Robert Hackett have found, stories that are not reported, or “buried,” are as
significant as those that are published. Blind-spots in the media do not develop haphazardly, but
tend to fall into patterns related to ownership of news media, the structure of media
organizations, the type of personnel they employ, the conditions under which journalists work,
and the type of products they are expected to produce.® Although usually applied to
contemporary media in an era of corporate media convergence, the notion of blind-spots is a
useful analytical tool to understand how the Prince George Citizen shaped public debate as the
newspaper emerged from significant structural changes associated with the rise of mass media in
Canada.”’

First published in 1916 after the city was incorporated, the Prince George Citizen began a
corporate transformation in the mid-1950s similar to those that occurred earlier in urban, central
and eastern Canada, when newspapers shifted from “quasi civil-servant printer-editors to large
businesses with massive presses aiming to make money.”28 In November of 1956, B.C.
businessman W.B. Milner and his company Northwest Publications bought the Citizen from
three newspaper reporters who were publishing the paper three times a week and had achieved a
circulation of 2,300.% They in turn had purchased the paper in 1954 from Harry Perry, a local
tailor, former city mayor, and president of the Fort George Board of Trade. Perry was a publisher
in the tradition of the politician-editor and a “politician by inclination,” having served as a
Liberal member of the Provincial Legislature and Speaker of the House, as well as Minister of
Education. He also appeared to run the press as a “literary excursion” as much as a commercial
enterprise.30 Milner, on the other hand, was a Vancouver and interior businessman and financier
who lived part time in the United States and had holdings in several eastern and American

energy companies. At the time he purchased the newspaper, he also had a number of interests in
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Prince George businesses which included a controlling interest in Eagle Lake Sawmills Limited,
Giscome Farms Limited, and Northern Dairies Limited, which supplied 75 per cent of the
region’s bottled milk. Further, he was a principal in Prince George Gas Company which was to
figure shortly in the city’s “bitterly fought natural gas war.”!

After modernising the presses, making the Citizen the first daily newspaper in Canada to
switch to offset print technology, Milner began publishing the paper five days a week in 1957
and expanded coverage to include wire services from the U.S. and overseas.’> By this stage,
newspapers were expensive, capital-intensive businesses, a trend that ended the possibility of
aspiring editors and reporters purchasing their own dailies, while decreasing the likelihood of
competing newspapers starting up in an established market.** Milner retained the Citizen’s
editorial staff when he bought the paper, suggesting continued editorial independence and
continuity. However, changes in personnel took place subsequently with the departure of the
paper’s veteran editor four months later, while the paper during the next year periodically
advertised its hiring of reporters, advertising agents, and business personnel. These individuals,
drawn by the prospect of working in a growing community, came from small newspapers in the
northern prairies, or from Vancouver newspapers downsizing because of competition.** While
evidence generally indicates that businessmen-publishers in Canada diminished the power of
editors in relation to business managers and advertising agents, assuming “tight control over their
editorial staffs despite the myth in newspaper circles that editors and reporters have always
enjoyed a substantial degree of independence from their publishers,” there is little direct
evidence concerning Milner’s own background and newspaper practices.35 Generally, however,
the businessman/publisher during this time commercialized the press, increased its dependence

on advertising, sought to reach mass audiences, and emphasized technical improvements while
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integrating with the business class.’ In 1969, when the Citizen boasted a circulation of 12,000,
Milner sold the Citizen to the Southam chain of newspapers, at this time one of the three largest
media owners in Canada.”” It is in this context then, that the entrepreneurial Citizen chose a
strategy of local boosterism, shaping its news agenda in favour of large and often speculative
projects, from molybdenum mines, oil refineries, and Swedish investments in mill technologies
to hydroelectric developments in various forms and locations, including the Moran dam on the
Fraser river which the Citizen said promised “an estimated billion dollars of new industrial
wealth.”*® These typically held the promise of a radical transformation of the north, rather than a

more incremental approach to meeting the needs of an evolving northern community.

Business and the Booster Press

The April 18, 1957 edition of the Prince George Citizen was typical of newspaper
practice at the time. Headlines “above the fold” trumpeted the possibility of an American-owned
oil refinery locating in Prince George. “Below the fold” they indicated an “Indian Pow-wow”
might take place for BC’s upcoming centennial celebrations, while inside, stories of salmon
fishing restrictions, a “mechanical brain” in the form of an early computer, and a possible “world
record” for the number of births in the Cariboo, jostled for attention.*® This jumble of stories
invited the citizen-reader, as an active participant in a democratic society, to make sense of the
raw information—the facts, as the newspaper itself promoted—an indication of just how much
journalism had changed from the political partisanship and “blatant factionalism” of the post-
colonial era and toward the supposed “objectivity” that characterized the journalism of the early
20™ century.*® However, to an extent little understood at the time, these “facts” depended on

where reporters looked. Sheffield identified the trope of the “drunken/criminal Indian,” for
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instance, as a major public image of the pre-World War Two era, evocative of collective guilt
and political apathy about the seemingly degenerate condition of the once “noble” remnants of
vanishing “Indians.”*' Yet it was perpetuated if not created in public consciousness primarily by
reporters who typically accessed stories from existing power structures, in this case, the key
community institutions of the police station and the courts.”? As media scholars have noted,
beats, or areas of systematic news coverage, “guarantee the presence of certain information and
perspectives in the news rather than other information and perspectives. That pattern of presence
and absence leads to the evolution of a point of view in the paper’s overall operations.”

This was clearly the situation in the Citizen where, for instance, the majority of stories in
which aboriginal people appeared in a six-month period, from November 1956 to April 1957,
were connected with court and police beats, institutions focused solely on crime and
transgression.** Such articles included several major front page stories about a man identified as
“Cree” who was suspected of the murder of an American tourist, a “Native” found guilty of
punching a police officer, a “young native woman” booked for vagrancy and suspected of
narcotics possession, and front page coverage about the repeated convictions of two women
under the Indian Act for alcohol consumption, headlined “Thirsty Couple Stagger to 112
Convictions.” The latter emphasized how much the women cost the taxpayer, the number of
convictions, and their inability to pay the $10 fines, while treating the story as an amusing
anecdote about hopeless degeneracy. The fact that one was a “princess” or daughter of a chief
from the Fort St. John area appeared to provide no hint of the social questions or context that
might be at stake. The idea that editors might independently identify trends and create beats to
cover topics beyond agendas set by existing institutions, for instance regarding social, labour, or

rural issues, was rarely acted upon. Aboriginal people as a result had no voice of their own, and
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certainly not in contexts that were meaningful to them, while the public experience of the “other”
in civic debate was clearly limited by the structural practices of journalism.

Despite the apparently disinterested random distribution of stories in each issue, however,
the editors clearly had an overarching story or meta-narrative to tell as evidenced by the issues
they chose to cover. They clearly saw themselves as champions of the chamber of commerce, of
the city-builders, of industrialists, and investors. The Citizen devoted substantial coverage in
particular to the city’s Board of Trade, arguing that

Every resident with a stake in the future of this city—and that includes the wage-earner
as well as the businessman who has prospered during the post-war era of booming prices
and demand for lumber—will welcome the announcement that a Prince George Industrial

Development Committee has been formed. ... In the past no concerted effort has been

made by Prince George businessmen to publicize the advantages enjoyed by this city as

an industrial centre. ... Now it is realized that industrialists and those who control

investment capital must be told and sold in a more direct and personal manner.”’
The paper itself enthusiastically took on the task. It published dozens of speculative
development stories, relying on sources with vested interests to tout the north’s possibilities. In
this vein, a story headlined: “Oil Line Through Prince George; May Bring Refinery Here”
exclusively quoted local businessmen and company officials who self-interestedly predicted
“substantial reductions” in the price of “all” petroleum products and who boosted Prince George
as the logical location for a refinery that would act as a stimulus to the entire central B.C.
economy. The story used unnamed “experts” to assure readers the construction of a pipeline
would not present “physical problems.” Only the last paragraph revealed that, despite the
application to build a crude oil pipeline, no exploration had actually yet taken place, while buried

in the story was the fact that the interested company, ACT Oils Ltd, was largely an American

group of businessmen.*®
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The Citizen was in fact primarily concerned at this time to defend the interests of would-
be capital investors. This was the ground for its editorial stance against “socialism” as well as the
impetus for its role as “watchdog” on the actions of Premier Bennett lest he test the “tolerance”
of the “professional advisers to capital seeking places for safe and profitable employment.”*’
The paper even supported city tax increases not out of concern for the quality of life for
residents, but because “the lack of municipal services is fast becoming a crisis which will
preclude the development of secondary industry,” depriving the city of a “glowing future.”*®

The news agenda was thus shaped to promote the “faithful reporting of signs of industrial
progress” and the “clear, forcible exposition of the community’s commercial and social
advantages.”® Boosterism was a strategy commonly employed by newspapers, particularly in
the early 20™ century, but as they commercialized, the agenda was less politically than
commercially motivated. As early as 1899, the publisher of the industry’s journal Canadian
Printer and Publisher made this clear when he baldly told an eastern audience during the
Canadian Publishers Association convention that “[I]f our resources are developed newspapers
will increase their revenue. ... Newspapers are prosperous when the communities in which they
are published are prosperous. ... Money is being made steadily by the fullest development of the
industries and resources of the locality. The fullest development is brought about by public
sentiment and interest. Sentiment and interest can best be created by the newspapers.”> The
public interest and the publisher’s interests were thus effortlessly conjoined. With newspapers
firmly in the hands of the Canadian business community by the 1950s and 1960s, publishers
tended to assume an “automatic, infallible identity between their views and those of every right-

thinking Canadian” as academic Desmond Morton told the 1969 Special Senate Committee on

Mass Media.”’ Boosterism, however, was not always “news” in the public interest. Where
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editors and publishers chose boosterism as a strategy, they were also tempted to censor stories, as
was the case in Calgary where published reports of several hundred unemployed men in 1911
seeking municipal relief met incensed criticism from rival papers concerned about the risk to
capital investment and the negative picture the stories painted of the West.>

Similar conflicts arose when the business interests of publishers were the subjects of
news stories. At the same time that Milner bought the Citizen in 1956, Northern Dairies Limited
was in the midst of a labour dispute with the Teamsters union representing its employees, a
dispute that made front page headlines. These articles warned labour demands for increased
wages would increase the cost of milk and emphasized the negative impact on consumers should
workers strike. The fact that Milner owned the company, the major supplier of the region’s
bottled milk, provided reasonable grounds to question the objectivity of the articles.” Five
months later, Milner’s name, but not his title, was published with those of eight local
businessmen who had banded together to promote their interests in Prince George Gas Co. Ltd.—
using two full pages of the newspaper’s March 7, 1957 edition to do so. The huge, two-banner
headline to the advertisement, “A message of Vital interest to the Citizens of Prince George
Concerning Natural Gas,” topped a plea for local support of their consortium as the logical
choice to provide natural gas to the city, rather than West Coast Transmission and Inland Natural
Gas Company as recommended by the Public Utilities Commission of BC. They based their
appeal on the premise that the business syndicate’s interests were identical to the public interest:
“When cheap natural gas appeared to be a possibility for Prince George a group of local citizens
interested in furthering the economic stability and industrial growth of the City formed a
syndicate and provided substantial funds to investigate ways and means of best utilizing this

potential supply of gas in the interests of the people.”**
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Hovs}ever, the publisher’s use of privileged access to the press to promote his own
business interests raises questions about how the paper’s editorial policy also served those
business interests. “Objective” news articles on the gas issue, such as a mayoral speech that ran
on the front page claiming Peace region gas would be cheaper in Oregon than in Prince George,
were given more prominent treatment than might otherwise have been the case in the hands of a
disinterested publisher, while news stories typically did not identify the publisher’s vested
interests in the issue.>® Milner eventually became chair of the board of the Prince George Gas
Company, using the newspaper as his “main weapon in the battle.” Local amateur historian Bob
Harkins found that “slashing front page editorials were frequent,” and that, “at times the purple
prose was laid on with a trowel.” The issue of a local company battling monopoly interests
struck a generally sympathetic note, garnering editorial support from the Calgary Herald and
from the Winnipeg Free Press, yet the ability of the Citizen to provide local readers with fair-
minded assessments of a critical issue of local importance was doubtful. The bitterness of the
long-running dispute eventually delayed gas distribution to the point that in late 1958 the Prince
George City Council “abandoned its fight for cheap gas in favour of early gas” and signed a
twenty-year contract with Inland Natural Gas. At this point, the Citizen’s writers turned against
the city, running a front page editorial accusing council members of “being taken in by the
propaganda” of the rival company when they signed an agreement “without any control on
Inland’s role and arbitrary terms.” The city faced the dismantling of its entire natural gas
infrastructure as a result of the dispute, an indication that Milner’s paper had ceased to act in the
public interest as much as its own, and city council finally induced the two parties to negotiate.’®

Such business conflicts, however, were an apparently acceptable price for a “free press.”

Although the Citizen’s masthead proclaimed in 1956 its status as “an Independent semi-weekly
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newspaper devoted to the Interest of central and northern British Columbia,” it meant
independence from government control, not business interests.”’ Editorials often used the
rhetoric associated with the Cold War to tout the paper’s vigilance on behalf of the public against
the abuse of political power and the “flagrant violation of public trust,” while constantly drawing
attention to the vital service of the press to “citizens of the free countries.”® In camera city
council meetings, for instance, were characterized in a 1957 editorial as “a danger” to democratic
government, and city councillors compared to more general “architects of secrecy” who,
emboldened by “public apathy and their own success,” had moved from censorship of books,
movies, and radio programs to censorship of government information.> This independent
“watchdog” role struck a chord with some writers of letters to the editor, who clearly took the
paper’s duty seriously.® While the mission of the press to exercise journalistic freedom against
the excesses of government was a libertarian notion inherited from the United States as a result
of Canada’s journalistic history, it also served the business agenda well.®" As Peter Desbarats
observed in 1996, “The political independence of the press is a treasured value in our society.
The notion of a corporate threat to press freedom ... is a relatively new idea.”%?

Yet Prince George itself was undergoing structural shifts suggesting a more complex
social fabric than the press portrait of a seamless marriage between residents, labour, and
business interests in the project of unfettered economic growth.63 A 1956 letter to the editor
lambasted the Citizen for criticizing veterans settled on land south of the city who had declined
annexation with Prince George, noting dryly, “Strange as it may seem to you, many of the
veterans had no profit motive in mind when they decided to build homes in this area.”®* As well,
more than 800 small lumber mills were operating in the region during the 1950s but as

amalgamations occurred and larger corporate interests moved in, the labour force became
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increasingly unionized.®® The Prince George and District Labour Council, newly organized,
made a “strong bid” in the 1956 civic elections, while significant numbers of residents supported
the CCF despite Social Credit representation in the legislature.®® Citizen reader James Minal
wrote a letter to the editor in 1957 expressing concern about small farmers and small
businessmen facing increasing pressures from “capitalistic giants.”®” Another writer argued the
Citizen’s policy of identifying letter writers in its editorial pages was antidemocratic, failing as it
did to protect those who might otherwise voice their opinions “because employers, landlords and
others who posses economic power over their fellow men, are in a position to and do exercise
influence over the acts and expressed ideas of others!”®® In an era of increasingly contentious
newspaper strikes, the Canadian publishing industry sought to protect its interests regarding the
power of unions, policies on pensions and taxes, and government regulation of advertising. This
agenda was more likely than not to influence Canadian editorial pages and news coverage.*
Indeed, B.C. labour lawyer, Thomas Berger noted the influence of the anti-communist mood of
the times on unionists and felt B.C. employers’ use of injunctions to quell workplace disorder
was excessive, as were their challenges to workers’ right to picket. Berger later observed that
“WAC Bennett was very much in power and I thought there were abuses ... People like to
categorize the era between 1955 and 1963 or so as placid, but I don’t remember it that way.””°
The Prince George Citizen at this time was also boasting of its status as “Second in
Canada with National Ad Volume,” an indication of unacknowledged tension between its dual
role in delivering information to citizens while promoting products to consumers. The 1957 ad
entitled “How This Newspaper Helps Advertisers” related circulation numbers to the ability of
the paper to satisfy the “greatest number of editorial interests: an indication we’re doing our job

of providing an interested audience for your sales messages.”71 However, media critics argue
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that reaching a mass audience required minimizing debate, appealing across party lines, and
promoting news for consumption and entertainment while de-emphasizing divisive local and
political issues that threatened to divide or alienate readers.”” With more than $7 billion spent on
newspaper advertising in 1958/9 in the United States, according to the American Newspaper
Publishers Association, and a predicted gross advertising revenue topping one billion dollars by
1969 in Canada, the influence of newspaper advertising agendas had by this stage become an
issue of national concern.” As early as 1960, Hazen Argue, CCF leader in the House of
Commons, asked that a House committee be struck to study the question of control of
newspaper, radio, and television facilities in Canada because of concerns about the increasing
role of private industry in the sector. Argue wanted limitations placed on advertising, and asked
“if the millions of dollars which are used by advertisers—Ilearning from the Madison Avenue
mass media manipulators—have so influenced the judgment of the Canadian people as to make it
impossible for many citizens to exercise a free, fair and unbiased judgment.”’* Because
advertising ostensibly supports an inexpensive and therefore widely available newspaper, the
commercial press has generally been accepted as a necessary price for an accessible mass
communication tool in a democracy. Yet scholars have increasingly argued that print advertising
not only influences newspaper content itself, but undermines its democratic role by facilitating
monopolization, reducing political differentiation among papers, directly and indirectly
censoring content of public importance, and serving higher-income rather than more diverse
audiences. Particularly provocative is C. Edwin Baker’s argument in the American context that
while the First Amendment guarantees press freedom from “abridgement” by government, the

real threat to a free and democratic press is from advertising.”*
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Journalistic practice was ill-equipped at this time to act as a check on the
propensity of the Citizen’s editors to actively promote consumption. Indeed, the line
between business and news was often indistinct.”® Many news pages were devoted to
features linking dubious editorial content to advertiser and business promotions. A 1957
General Electric advertisement for “built-in electric ranges” accompanied a local “news”
article highlighting the city’s first display home that was promoting household
merchandise and “attracting many visitors.”’’ A story on the role of the Hudson’s Bay
Company in the “vivid” development of Fort George was linked to HBC department
store advertisements, while advertisements for Greyhound transportation accompanied
stories on the opening of a bus terminal in the city. Women’s pages and domestic
columns related to food and household products were also designed to link readers to key
advertisers.” In a 1960 article in Canadian Printer and Publisher by the managing editor
of the Medicine Hat News, the writer saw no conflict of interest in the fact that reporters
were involved in a number of “special editions each year” where they split commissions
with the advertising sales staff.” Yet, a Citizen news item from Stratford, Ontario
headlined “Business-Press Co-operation Vital to Good Civic Relations” indicated the
uneasy relationship between the two sectors. The president of BF Goodrich Canada
Limited felt compelled to explain the news process to local businessmen, admonishing
members of the Chamber of Commerce not to confuse advertising with news. His
observation that sales stories belong in the advertising column but that any news story is
rated on the basis of its “news value,” was a clear indication there were ample grounds
for confusion. Similarly, his encouragement that the reporter “seeking the truth, wants to

tell the story to the public and must depend on us to help him” showed just how much the
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reporter was dependent on the largesse of the businessman.®® The very structure of
journalistic writing served advertising needs. That is, the inverted pyramid style of
writing, typically associated with the invention of the telegraph as a means of
transmitting key information in tﬁe first paragraph rather than telling a narrative, also
allowed flexibility to cut stories to create space to accommodate last-minute
advertising.*!

The context of the Cold War further encouraged the Citizen to exploit the climate of the
times to promote the notion that readers had a duty as Canadian citizens to consume. Editorials
constantly linked the lack of freedom in socialist countries to their lack of material well-being,
while the increasingly powerful public relations industry in both Canada and the U.S. used the
press and the media of entertainment as critical sites for positioning advertisements that were in
essence the political messages of their corporate clients.* In particular, hydroelectricity by this
time had become central to the idea of national progress in the discourse promoted by
advertisers. A major three-quarter page advertisement by the General Electric Corporation
appeared in the Citizen in 1956, headlined “Engineers and Scientists hold the key to our nation’s
growth.” It promoted the public’s right to cheap electricity while celebrating dominance over
nature through engineering ingenuity.® A Maclean’s magazine advertisement in Canadian
Printer and Publisher in June 1960 linked the power of journalism and the power of
hydroelectric development to the national narrative of progress. In this case, the text above a
picture of hydro lines on a thundering river and a printing press read: “White waters ... prime
source of power for Canada’s progress; Canadian publications ... powerful force in shaping
Canada’s destiny.”** Similarly, a BC Power Commission advertisement linked individual well-

being and comfort with a duty to consume for the betterment of society at large. It read
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“Lighting the way to Better Living Throughout BC: Thanks to dependable, low-cost electricity,
homes are more pleasant, better places to live—local industries and businesses are better places
to work. But electricity is more than just a convenience. It’s a major factor in attracting industry
to help make all our communities more prosperous.”®

The connection drawn in the mainstream media between hydroelectricity, engineering,
and national purpose in Canada was influenced by, if it was not a direct offshoot of, a carefully
orchestrated American advertising campaign using the concept of “better living” as its
lynchpin.®® General Electric was one of the major corporations to enlist the services of a leading
American public relations firm through the 1940s and early 1950s. American business leaders,
threatened by anti-corporate New Deal liberalism in the United States, were failing to protect
their interests by using standard political channels to protest government restrictions, unfair
taxation, and government interference.®” Under the guidance of public relations managers, they
instead adopted Franklin D. Roosevelt’s innovative personal appeal communicated through the
medium of radio, crafting a “selfless expression of (corporate) social purpose” through
advertising and entertainment media in hopes of regaining the upper hand. As William Bird
found, the public relations firm’s “contribution to the politics of better living lay in removing it
wholesale from the legislative and policy-setting agenda of the politician, and putting it into the
homespun domain of the consumer.” Through the use of the media of entertainment, “better
living” became the principal objective of corporate enterprise, “at least in its interpretation to the
public.” The result was the “restored hegemony of the corporate commonwealth” by the early
1950s.

Competing notions of electrification from intellectuals, the general public, and

professionals such as engineers and social scientists, had also given way to the business-
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oriented notion of electrification as commodification by the 1920s, as cultural historian
David Nye found in the United States. Engineers, whose conception of electrification
tended toward rational social planning, were subsumed by the corporate culture which
capitalized on their ability to address practical problems through efficiency and
rationality. Nye found that “[a]s electrification assisted oligopolistic concentration, it
became the keystone of an ideology of progress, uniting engineering and commerce.”™
These cultural and social historical trends were clearly evident, if years later, in the pages
of the Prince George Citizen. As Michael Dawson found with regard to tourism in BC,
public relations, product promotion, and advertising campaigns were refined before rather
than after the post-war boom and helped create it; by the 1950s, “magazines and
newspapers [were] filled with advertisements sponsored by the multi-million [-dollar]
travel budgets of transportation interests.”®® This was an era of public relations growth,
tied inextricably to hydroelectric consumption, newspaper advertising, and the publishing
industry’s profitability. It was a time when the new journalism of profit had replaced the
old journalism of political advocacy; and when journalistic practice “reproduced a vision
of social reality which refused to examine the basic structures of power and privilege.”
The Prince George Citizen was at this time growing at a rapid rate; it adopted boosterism
as a further strategy underpinning its news and business agenda, promoting a model of
development that emphasized speculation, rapid growth and the promise of radical

economic transformation over a model that emphasized caution and a concern for

consequences.
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CHAPTER TWO

THREE NEWS CYCLES: THE LIMITS OF PUBLIC DEBATE

Between 1957 and 1964, the British Columbia government embarked on a massive construction
program that mobilized the province’s labour force, its finances, and its political will behind two
major hydroelectric development projects, one on the Peace River and one on the Columbia
River. Premier W.A.C. Bennett announced his intention to build the Peace dam in 1957 at the
same time that international talks between Canada and the United States had resumed concerning
development of the Columbia River. In a climate of confusion regarding the feasibility of the
former and the fate of the latter, the government launched a policy to develop both
simultaneously. It was a high stakes gamble. Nevertheless, BC’s engineering program was not
unique. Construction of big hydro projects reached “a crescendo” in North America during the
1960s, and included, in Canada, the St. Lawrence Seaway and Newfoundland’s Churchill Falls
projects. This activity was based on the “unquestioned assumption” that a correspondence
existed between high levels of energy consumption and a high standard of living.? The previous
chapter discussed the pivotal role the press played in helping shape such assumptions at the local
level. This chapter asks more specifically how the Peace dam came to seem necessary to the
north and how affected aboriginal people were portrayed in public discourse. Three key news
cycles provide an opportunity to compare related stories as they were handled in various B.C.
newspapers. The first cycle concerns the Wenner-Gren investment plan of 1957, when
boosterism determined the Prince George Citizen s response in an era of newspaper wars and
institutional reporting that marginalized dissent and opposition. The second centres on a 1957

airlift of supplies to the Sekani in the Rocky Mountain Trench. Here, the focus considers
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journalistic story construction in the portrayal of aboriginal people and their relation to land and
resources. The third news cycle involves the unfolding implications of the Two Rivers policy
promoting the development of both the Peace and Columbia in a highly charged political
atmosphere. In this case, the multiple scientific, diplomatic, economic, and other ramifications
posed unique challenges to a journalistic corps which at this stage had yet to professionalize.
Each cycle sheds light on how press structures and journalistic practice played a dynamic role in
setting the parameters of public debate. Overall, the chapter argues that the press facilitated the
B.C. government’s high-stakes goal of launching both projects, yet provided little public clarity

or coherence regarding their purpose or implications for the north or for its aboriginal people.

Journalism and the Wenner-Gren Plan

Axel Wenner-Gren’s scheme to develop a northern industrial empire broke headlines on
February 13, 1957. Wenner-Gren interests, with the Bennett government’s support, committed to
undertake five million dollars in resource survey contracts with the intention of constructing a
400-mile, high-speed monorail from McLeod Lake to the Yukon border through the Rocky
Mountain Trench. They also expected to build pulpmills, sawmills, hydroelectric power units,
townsites, roads, hospitals, and schools to be operated at their “own expense” if surveys justified
the investment.” This was among the first of the opportunities that Bennett, first elected in 1952,
embraced in his celebrated plan to aggressively address regional economic disparities in the
province, although several northern initiatives launched prior to his election were completed or
still underway. These included the Pacific Great Eastern Railway, pipeline construction, and
rural electrification, indicating northern development was already on track.* The Wenner-Gren
proposal garnered several months of intense news coverage, but once engineering surveys were

completed later in the year, the emphasis in public debate shifted from the overall industrial
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development scheme to the more specific project of developing hydroelectric power on the Peace
River. The enormous news copy generated by the initial scheme, however, brought
unprecedented and dramatic public attention to possibilities for northern development.

The boosterism of the Prince George paper distinguished its immediate and unequivocal
support for the Wenner-Gren scheme from regional coverage.’ While the factual details of the
Wenner-Gren agreement with B.C. took weeks to sort out from speculative promotions, both
local and urban newspapers quickly agreed, in concert with the Vancouver Board of Trade, that
“big capital was needed for big development” and that the prospect of major foreign investment
in a single huge project was a “great plum” for any province.® The initial issue for the urban
media was, more critically, whether Wenner-Gren was the right investor. Of the dozens of
articles written in the first couple of weeks of the announcement, the majority focused on the
Nazi affiliation and flamboyant history of the Swedish investor. Maclean’s magazine devoted a
cover story to Wenner-Gren’s past almost identical (and failed) monorail schemes in Rhodesia,
casting doubt on the ethics of relying on a man blacklisted by the Canadian government during
the Second World War, and on his ability to bring the B.C. plan to fruition.” The Victoria Times
conducted a poll which indicated twenty-to-one opposition to the scheme related to the ethical
issues of the investor’s background, and stated its preference for Canadian, British, or American
capital in development over that of “neutrals.”® Stories out of Alberta saw the Liberal
Opposition leader similarly accusing Bennett of giving away one-tenth of B.C. to a “friend of
Hitler’s and a confidant of Goering” and comparing the Belgian Congo and Canada in terms of
imperial exploitation.” In contrast, the issue of Wenner-Gren’s Nazi affiliations posed no
problems for the Citizen, whose editorial “Welcome Axel” scoffed at those who “pretend to be

alarmed” about the source of the industrialist’s profits, while continuing the theme of embracing
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uncritically any development that might bring economic miracles to the north, no matter how
speculative. '

The Citizen proved slow to grasp the implications of its stance for local interests, which
stood to be alienated from a vast tract of territory. Bennett’s memorandum of agreement with
Wenner-Gren granting survey rights to a foreign company for the next five years tied up some
40,000 square miles of resources in the northern interior and awarded the industrialist and his
syndicate right of first refusal to timber resources if surveys justified development.” Mineral
laws were to be amended shortly afterward, preventing “speculators” from entering the area and
assuring Wenner-Gren prior rights.'> A water reserve was placed on the Peace, Parsnip, and
Finlay Rivers, while Swedish and British engineers and companies were to be involved in the
preliminary work rather than locals."> However, local and provincial resource interests had
“quietly scouted” the Rocky Mountain Trench area for decades. Consolidated Mining &
Smelting Co. in Trail, for instance, had done work although “nothing substantial has shown up.”
It expected to spend a further $300,000 in claims development in the Trench through an
agreement with Ingenika Mines Ltd., which already possessed thirty-two Crown-granted mineral
claims in the heart of the Trench area and had developed a mine in 1928.'* The editor and
publisher of the Vanderhoof-based Nechako Chronicle, who was a local prospector, worried that
a mineral reserve would “doom private mining ventures” and noted at the time that eight
prospecting parties had just flown in to the area to stake claims.'’ Such B.C. interests with a
history of development in the province felt they should have a prior right to future development.
The B.C. and Yukon Chamber of Mines asked the government to lift the mineral reserve, while
the Vancouver Sun reported that “Mining and labour authorities both feared a giveaway of the

natural resources and the formation of a company empire.”'®
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The implications of the mineral reserve as outlined in the memorandum became a topic of
heated legislative and media debate. Yet, the Prince George Citizen downplayed the issue and
took no specific editorial position on the B.C. and Yukon Chamber of Mines protests or on the
exclusion of local interests. A Maclean'’s article published in April 1957, referred to the
concerns of labour about the project, but this was a perspective the Citizen did not cover."”
Instead, Prince George itself became a focal point of the story most notably because of the
boosterism of its leading spokespeople, a conservative elite of local businessmen-politicians. In
“Prince George Excited at Wenner-Gren Plan,” a reporter described how the booming hub of the
north had become the “most excited city in Canada.” “Everybody is on edge,” said Mayor John
R. Morrison; “We are the key city sitting right in the heart of it ... I think we will start benefiting
right away.” Harold Moffat, a local businessman and chairman of the Prince George Board of
Trade’s industrial development bureau which had received such insistent support from the
Citizen, admitted “there is some soul-searching here about the government plan to give the
Wenner-Gren organization rights over such a large area. But [ don’t care who gets it as long as
they develop it.”'®

The Dawson Creek Star handled the story differently from the Citizen. The biweekly
paper at the time continued to be locally published and produced."”” Dawson Creek was a
farming community, home to soldier-settlers, and situated near Alberta, about 150 kilometres
from the dam site. When the paper ran the Axel Wenner-Gren announcement on February 15,
1957, it also ran front page stories expressing concern that diverting the Finlay and Parsnip
Rivers for the Peace dam was not in Alberta’s best interests, that the federal government might
have concerns about the Peace given its status as a navigable river, and that a dam would have

downstream environmental impacts on the Peace Delta?”® It published verbatim the
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Memorandum of Agreement between the Government of B.C. and the interests which proposed
to develop the Peace River in the lead story, allowing readers to draw insights into what the land
reservation entailed. It also ran a joke on the granting of survey rights covering one-tenth the
area of the province, a Canadian Press item in which the president of a Vancouver Island copper
company quipped that “This guy Hitler was érazy. He went to war for a country. He should
have come to BC. [Premier] Bennett would have given him one.” Another small front page item
noted BC’s CCF Opposition Leader Robert Strachan had tried twice to adjourn the throne speech
to allow debate on the issue. In one tightly constructed front page, then, the judicious pick of
items from the Canadian Press wire service agency covered the basic facts of the announcement
and indicated a variety of perspectives on the issue within three days of the initial announcement.
The Citizen, as a member of the Canadian Press had access to all of the same news copy as the
Star. That it published little of it shows that the Citizen s editors chose to downplay if not
suppress any criticism of the proposal. Thus, the newspaper that might have been expected to
offer the most thorough coverage of the story offered only a very biased perspective. This
approach to shaping the news agenda suggests that social scientist Arthur Siegel’s concerns
about the crippling parochialism of the Canadian media landscape at the time were well founded.
Given that no national newspaper existed to provide broader perspectives on key issues and that
metropolitan papers served city more than regional interests, there were few places from which
residents of Prince George might have accessed more balanced perspectives.”!

Tellingly, the Star was also at this time in the midst of backing a local campaign
supporting twenty-seven First World War veterans who had settled in the area under the Soldier
Settlement Board, and who were concerned about the activity of oil rigs nearby. The paper

devoted coverage to their “long struggle” to gain mineral and petroleum rights in the area if and
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when oil companies drilled on the land in question; the veterans’ bid was due to be carried
before the B.C. Legislature.” The Star’s advocacy for local interests and the Citizen’s
boosterism at all costs thus reflected competing press constructions of how resource development
in the north should take place, whether through highly speculative mega-projects with their
promise of indirect spin-offs, or through assured direct benefits for local interests.

The characteristic emphasis on Bennett as a “one-man government” and a “demagogue”
single-mindedly pursuing his program of territorial expansionism with almost uniform public
support during this era ignores how key institutions of the day helped facilitate his broad exercise
of power.” Moreover, the argument that Premier Bennett supported the Wenner-Gren scheme as
a diversionary tactic to “dazzle the masses” and distract attention from the downturn in the
economy fails to account for the sensational material the issue provided for the publishing
industry.** The Vancouver Sun and Province were locked in a circulation war that had reached a
crisis by 1956.° The Sun was one of the few remaining independent family-owned newspapers
in the country (although under increasing pressure to sell to bidders including the FP
Publications chain and, curiously, Axel Wenner-Gren), while the Province had been owned since
the 1920s by the Toronto-based Southam chain.?® In his memoirs, Stuart Keate, publisher of the
Victoria Times, described this time as “a decade of frantic competition which did little credit to
either paper...Instead of returning to its role as a low-keyed, responsible journal, the Province
sought to match the Sun with sensational headlines and a “scoop” for each edition.””’” The race to
beat out the competition resulted in the Province, for instance, boast of being the first to “reveal”
the Wenner-Gren deal on February 13, 1957, even if that meant its scoop involved the uncritical
reporting of self-interested proponents casting their “fascinating” proposal in the best possible

light.*® For its part, the Sun supported “controversy-hungry” columnists and “slash{ed] the
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newshole by an entire page to create space opposite the editorials to print opposing opinions,”
suggesting opinions were more important than the basis on which they might rest.’ By 1956, the
Province had lost a major advertising contract, threatening millions of dollars Southam had
already invested in the enterprise, while the Vancouver Sun was not likely to outlast a chain-
owned paper in a protracted stalemate. After several months of behind-the-scenes deal-making, a
formal agreement in May 1957 saw the two newspapers amalgamate production in a
controversial structural change to save capital costs by sharing presses and splitting profits
equally.’® The new Pacific Press operation drew the attention of the federal regulator who ruled
it an illegal combination, which in turn led to lengthy hearings under the Restrictive Trade
Practices Act. While publishers were to be appointed by their respective former owners with the
authority to determine each paper’s news and editorial content, a Toronto Globe and Mail
commentator noted in 1957 that “[i]t seems to me inevitable that men who sit down with one
another every so often to share profits will begin to share ideas and outlooks t0o.” *' In this
context then, stories were sensationalized to appeal to mass audiences even as publisher/owner
relations with the business community were strengthened.

The fact that reporters relied on institutions as a critical source of news, in this case the
legislature, further determined the tone and scope of the story, as indicated by headlines like
“Wenner-Gren Fight Rocks Legislature” describing a four-hour uproar complete with desk-
pounding, shouting and bitter name-calling.**> As a result, the press framed the Axel Wenner-
Gren proposal predominantly in party political terms: the sub-text of debate played out as an
ideological battle between the CCF and Social Credit, and public discourse rarely transcended
the high politicking of the legislature. The CCF in the house raised questions about process

(under what authority the government had signed the agreement with the Wenner-Gren
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interests); principles (regarding ownership of Canadian resources, noting it appeared a “bigger
give-away of the people’s natural resources than Kitimat™), and public accountability
(unsuccessfully at this stage seeking full public discussion in the legisla'cure).33 None of these
issues shut the door to development but did raise the issues of how and on what terms. Media
language associated with the CCF’s points, particularly in the pro-government Province, tended
to show MLA’s “attacking” foreign investment, or opening an “assault. ..sharply criticizing” the
plan for its implications for a monopoly hold on the northland.>* At the national level Prime
Minister Diefenbaker dismissed a CCF member’s concerns as “in keeping with what one might
expect from one who does not believe in private enterprise;” he refused to launch a probe into
the Wenner-Gren deal, and tersely asserted the development “should take place for Canadian
purposes and under Canadian law.”*® Reporters, fettered by the dictates of objectivity and rarely
making excursions into independent analysis during this period, provided verbatim and factual
accounts of political exchanges that potentially showed “little regard for factual accuracy in the
heat of battle.” As a result they provided minimal protection for their readers against “blatant
political distortions.”*® In debates framed in stark free enterprise versus socialist terms, the
business-owned press aligned itself with the former.”’

Otherwise, reporters framed the Wenner-Gren issue largely as a business story, limiting
themselves to clarifying “facts” about the development. They identified the Wenner-Gren firm’s
directors, discussed the practicality of a high speed monorail, and outlined the size of the mineral
reserve. They relied largely on self-interested sources to answer their questions, such as Mines
Minister Kenneth Kiernan, Premier Bennett, Wenner-Gren spokesman Bernard Gore, and Lands

and Forests Minister Ray Williston, rather than providing more independent analysis.*®
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The use of unsigned editorials under official newspaper mastheads represented the weight
of the newspaper as an institution and further signified the authoritative “voice of reason” in
determining the parameters of public debate.’ ? One day after the Vancouver Trade Board, on
March 5, 1957, backed the Wenner-Gren deal as a “good one” for BC, the Province in one such
unsigned editorial argued that the special committee of “experts” formed by the board had placed
the matter “in proper perspective.” The paper agreed there was no “give-away” of B.C.
resources, and argued “neither Wenner-Gren nor anyone else is going to invest perhaps a billion
dollars without reasonable assurance that it is going to pay. ... Until someone brings real
evidence to the contrary, the sensible thing to do is to encourage the development.” The paper
also disparaged criticisms as “rumour” and “misunderstanding” involving “strange and
unreasonable” conclusions and suggested “anyone who quarrels with the Wenner-Gren proposal
has little desire to see B.C. move ahead rapidly and has scant faith in the future.””*® The more
circumspect Vancouver Sun also reluctantly found itself accepting Premier Bennett’s assurances,
reassuring readers in another unsigned editorial that, in its words, “nothing has been given
away—yet.” While the paper criticized Bennett’s handling of the announcement for leading to
negative reaction, its editorial argued that the “people of B.C. will have to trust their newly-
elected government, when the time comes, to make the best possible bargain for the future of
their province.”*! Shortly afterward, the Prince George Citizen ventured the same rationale for its
own overhasty initial support, somewhat after the fact and in lockstep with the urban media.*
Consensus had been reached. A corporatising press undergoing “huge social and technological
changes,” as Marc Edge argued with regard to Pacific Press, indicated that conflicting stances
adopted by individual publishers on various issues were increasingly superficial.*’ On this issue,

despite the swirling controversies and tempestuous legislative exchanges, the media sided with
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elite urban business structures and with the government of the day in supporting the principal, if
not the parﬁculars, of massive “industrialization by invitation” of the northland.

Questions about the project were, however, raised outside the legislature and by those not
associated with powerful competing resource interests. In the Prince George Citizen, half a
dozen individuals and groups questioned the necessity for the development as well as its social
and environmental costs. These took the form of letters to the editor by individuals and
organizations outside the journalistic frame of reference, such as ordinary citizens, prospectors,
professionals, and the recently formed B.C. Federation of Fish and Game Clubs, which had
10,000 members by 1964.* Civil society organizations representing local or special interests
were nascent at this time but they received little affirmation or access to the mainstream media
except in the letters to the editor sections of newspapers. As marginalized as these voices
appeared to be, they also signified a deeper reservoir of dissent.

Indeed, the era of dam-building had begun its decline in the United States by the 1960s,
largely as a result of the successful protest launched in 1954 against the Echo Park Canyon Dam
on the Colorado River in Dinosaur National Monument. The Echo Park battle revealed a
fundamental shift from sustained-use conservationist environmentalism as a means of addressing
resource interests, to preservationist environmentalism, providing a foundation to continue
opposing the nation’s “addiction to large dams.”* The efforts of the Sierra Club and the
Wilderness Society also shifted dam protests from a regional to a national focus while involving
a “strong national media” and the support of high-profile writers such as Eleanor Roosevelt and
Wallace Stegner. The campaign thus signified the use of the media less as an ostensible site of
rational discourse among individuals than as a site for interest groups to more concertedly

position their “well-orchestrated” messages.* Such an approach indicated a new and critical
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challenge to a corporate media structured to promote a meta-narrative of growth, consumption,
and development While claiming to be a site of objective liberal-democratic discourse. In fact, it
was a similar “prophetic understanding of the nature of mass communications” and their
relationship to political power that lay at the heart of the subsequent rise of the Vancouver-based
Greenpeace movement.*’

BC’s first “environmental war” took place a year later, in 1955. It too concerned a
hydroelectric dam, at Buttle Lake near Campbell River, indicating that dams were in fact
controversial and that protest could be effective. Conservationist Roderick Haig-Brown and
W.A.C. Bennett squared off in early political action that ended in compromise for both, as the
dam development proceeded but with significant modifications.*® Haig-Brown’s biographer,
reporter Ben Metcalfe, unsurprisingly described support for the dam as monolithic, representing
all sectors of B.C. society including the “entire provincial legislature,” resource interests,
Chambers of Commerce, and the local public “eager to benefit from economic expansion.” As
for the protesters, they were a “small, scattered band of citizens who were less a group than an
agglomeration of uncertainly informed opinions and consequently mixed motives. Their
fragmentary postures ranged from the fundamentalist nature-lovers to the economic nationalist.
If they shared a connective tissue, it was the highly unstable one of their common outrage.”*’
The “common outrage” simmering beneath the apparent conformity of the age, however, was an
indication of a new and broader alliance than the protests typically rooted in resource and
economic interests alone. As Frank Zelko has found in charting the roots of the Greenpeace
movement in Vancouver at this time, the atom bomb raised critical questions about the costs of
unfettered scientific and economic “progress” at the heart of modernism while leading to calls

for a more holistic view of nature and humans within it.*°
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The Buttle Lake “war” also involved a politically controversial use of the media.
Opposition to the dam poséd enough of a threat that the superintendent of the publicly run Power
Commission of B.C. wrote a memo to his Vancouver Island district managers, instructing them
to enlist the public in a letter writing campaign directed at local newspapers and politicians to
ensure that the dam’s construction proceeded without delay. That the superintendent asked the
managers to “destroy” the memo upon reading it betrayed his awareness of the danger of being
found to have manipulated the press this way.!

In the Prince George Citizen’s case, groups and individuals concerned about damming
the Peace asked provocative questions about the prospect for the Rocky Mountain Trench: Why
flood such a vast area? Where was the demonstrated need for such overproduction of electricity?
Who would be displaced? Reporters, however, proved unable to develop stories or legitimate
other perspectives outside the framework of their typical institutional sources, or beyond their
dependence on the objective reporting of events, press conferences, meetings, legislative
sessions, and other “official” processes.”> The voices recognized in the media were those
representing various resource interests using largely economic arguments. Voices urging caution
and a plea for recognition of possibly irreparable consequences had little meaningful access to a

critical site of public discourse.

Indians and Airlifts

New plans to open up the northland held new possibilities for telling stories. Although
reporters worked within press structures and established practices that set the broad parameters
of debate about the Wenner-Gren issue, they also crafted their stories in varying ways and with
differing emphases suggesting a degree of flexibility in how they constructed reality. Urban

reporters sent north in a competitive race for scoops wrote “colour” stories seeking to entertain
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rather than inform. A Province reporter brought dramatic attention to a group of “starving”
Sekani, describing them as victims of circumstance where other newspapers dismissed them as
irrelevant and vanishing. The parochial journalism of the Citizen contested urban perspectives by
constructing Sekani poverty as a condition of race and culture. The advocacy journalism of The
Native Voice linked Sekani marginalisation to land use decisions by the dominant culture while
arguing for political rather than charitable solutions. Thus, the spotlight that shone on the north
also shone on the Sekani, if briefly. These stories illustrate the parameters of debate at the time
and indicate the extent to which some journalists, working in different institutions and using a
variety of reporting tools to tap underlying trends, could do more than “reflect” majority
consensus views and the status quo.

In the immediate aftermath of the Wenner-Gren announcement, Vancouver dailies sent
reporters and writers to the northland. Arriving as they did in the midst of high-profile attention
to the possibilities for ultra-modernistic development schemes, they found contrasting images
and anecdotes that served to justify rather than question radical re-engineering of the landscape.
Their stories were largely a source of “colour” rife with descriptions of a “mountain-bound
wilderness” known to mining men, trappers, and surveyors as the “Siberia of BC”; a country “for
only the hardiest” with wildly fluctuating temperatures, mosquitoes, and bears; a land where
“few settlers ever venture outside their shacks without a gun” and where “progress has stood still
and man has made little impression.”> If the region was not habitable, then it was a
“treasurehouse” ripe for exploitation by businessmen and financiers. These literary tendencies
were unchecked by journalistic practice which was flawed even by basic standards. For instance,
the headline to the “puff piece” in the Vancouver Sun, “Jack Scott Visits Wenner-Grenland,”

indicated the real topic of the story was the lead role of its star columnist, touted as the “first
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newspaperman” to visit the Rocky Mountain trench area.>* Although Scott purported to examine
the contrast between the region’s reputatibn for some as a “forbidding land of mystery” and its
reputation as a “milk run” for others, he did so by flying over the trench, talking exclusively to
the bush pilot and two other random sources, and developing a wry literary persona—most
notably in his self-description as “Alice in Wenner-Grenland.”> The article depended on
anecdotes and impressions rather than investigation and analysis of relevant issues. Scott was the
“most popular columnist the Sun ever had,” celebrated for his prose and his “beautiful” writing.*®
Pierre Berton felt Scott could make a “column out of almost anything—the killing of a mouse;
the felling of a Christmas tree. He could make you laugh, he could make you cry, and he could
bring a lump to your throat.””’ These accolades emphasized writing skills and did not extend to
assessing reportorial skill in contacting knowledgeable sources, providing analysis, or offering
nuanced understanding of issues.*® They also point to the cultivation of “personality”” journalism,
a trend well developed by this time.>

A later story, published in January 1960 after Bennett’s announcement to proceed with
the development of a large dam on the Peace River, was similar in journalistic style. Province
reporter Doug Peck, accompanied by a photographer, set out to address the question: “What is
the Trench and who lives there?” He too relied exclusively on ad hoc sources, and constructed a
series of amusing anecdotes based on the serendipitous occurrences during an air flight over the
Trench.®® In this case, Peck cast Indians as a negligible presence. The writer noted that between
Fort McLeod and Lower Post there were “just three communities, little more than fur trading
posts” with a total population of ““10 white men and 200 Indians.” He reported the pilot’s jest
that nearly all of the 22 bags of mail on the flight were “full of mail-order guitars for the Fort

Ware Indians” which had to be returned unpaid for. Indeed, the reporter noted the Prince George
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post office employees were “still laughing” at the incident. Although the tale invited urban
readers to share amusement at stereotypical notidns of isolated people seduced by the more
impractical products of “civilization,” the reporter raised no questions about the Sekani’s
impending dispossession by flooding and made no effort to solicit their perspectives or to contact
the Department of Indian Affairs. They remained voiceless. In contrast, the four non-Natives
mentioned in the story, destined to lose their traplines, cabins and land, appeared as rugged
individualists philosophically reconciled to the principle of an abstract public good overriding
their own interests. Ken Melville spent twelve years building up a profitable tourist business,
“yet he is convinced the Peace River Power Development Co. plan is for the good of the country.
“I’m not objecting,” he told Peck. Similarly, two trappers shrugged off the impending impact on
their work of 25 years and were quoted as saying “it’s good for the country...somebody’s got to
do it.” Ben Corke, owner of a store at Ingenika, was more irascible: “’Civilization never did
anybody any good,” he growl[ed].” Peck concluded that a wild landscape “was about to be
conquered by man, once and for all” and that “the people in it on the whole [are] not unhappy
that the tide of progress is rising.”

Such stories, accompanied as they were by dramatic photographs, were given full page
play and served largely to reassure readers of the inevitability of large-scale development that
could be undertaken with no human or environmental consequences. The trope of the “vanishing
Indian” was useful in this regard. Journalist and Province newspaper publisher Paddy Sherman
in 1966 depicted the land as empty, peopled only by a “few nomads.”®! Gordon Bowes in the
1962 preface to Peace River Chronicles, a collection of writings published with the express idea
of describing a landscape about to change, dismissed the possibility of injustice by reassuring the

reader that the Sekani were, in any case, “now sadly decimated.”® In fact, the Indian population
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was increasing in Canada at almost double the rate of the rest of the country according to the
federal government’s census data—that is, according to dbjective and verifiable information—as
reported in The Native Voice newspaper in October, 1957. The Sekani were, with little
evidence and no voice, written off the land and out of the story.

Province reporter Ben Metcalfe, a sports reporter who had written for the Continental
Duaily Mail in Paris as well as Reuter’s News Agency during the Second World War and who
was later to play a pivotal role in Greenpeace International as a founding member and chairman
in 1971-72, went to Prince George the day after the Wenner-Gren announcement of 1957.% His
stories on the city’s reaction showed little to challenge the dominant paradigm celebrating the
boom expected to hit BC.*> However, he “broke” a story about the Sekani that resonated with
urban readers and led to a newspaper-sponsored airlift of supplies to people described as “near
starvation.” This began a news cycle in several mass media and alternative press outlets,
illustrating growing tension in the mainstream press between constructs of Indians that were
racially deterministic and constructs building on the notion of a socially disadvantaged people
whose exclusion from the dominant culture could be remedied. The story was run in the
Province, picked up by Canadian Press and run in northern media; it was rebutted and expanded
upon in the Citizen, and received attention in the alternative The Native Voice and the
Communist Tribune as well as a brief mention in the Toronto Globe and Mail.*®

Metcalfe visited Fort Ware and Fort Grahame and chose to shape a story where other
reporters had not. He found the people at these locations suffering from a “flagging interest in
the fur market” compounded by a poor hunting and trapping season. As demanded by the
traditions of daily journalism, he constructed their situation as an immediate crisis, a journalistic

“event” that might be specifically addressed.®’ The story was evocative of the notion that Sekani
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life in the fur trade “trapped” them in an historic economic practice of the past, that hunting and
gathering was “bleak” and untenable; and that the solution lay in ‘their inclusion in the dominant
culture of material progress and well-being. As the un-named fur trader, assuming a role in the
story as local expert, remarked: “if it hadn’t been for construction jobs the Indians wouldn’t have
survived.” Thus, Metcalfe relied on one non-Aboriginal source—one of the “few traders” still
operating in the district—and in his initial story did not talk to the Sekani, either directly or
through an interpreter, or to aboriginal political organizations such as the Native Brotherhood of
BC, while his use of a DIA source extended to one quote.

Readers were quick to respond to the sense of crisis, donating more than 7.5 tonnes of
goods to the cause. The Province newspaper conducted the “Save the Sekanis” airlift to the
Trench region and published a major front-page story on March 18, 1957 under the headline,
“Aid reaches Sekanis: A quiet word of thanks.” Black and white photographs further conveyed
the pathos of families living in poverty. Metcalfe congratulated urbanites for their donations of
“fine, warm gifts” while evoking sympathy for “destitute Indians” described repeatedly as
wretched, living in squalor, and wearing rags congealed in dirt. His eye-witness descriptions and
actual presence as items were delivered to several women and children (the men were away
hunting, an indication that subsistence economies continued to be crucial) challenged discourse
that had treated “Indians” as generic and irrelevant, and helped situate the Sekani in the living
present. He also broke the cardinal rule of objectivity by writing in the first person and
appearing in photographs as he accompanied the “mercy flight,” thus emphasizing both the
newspaper’s active role in the event and heightening the emotional appeal of the story.%®
Metcalfe acknowledged the donations were a “stop-gap measure,” but dismissed the notion as

raised in the Prince George Citizen that the Sekani had “always lived like this” and “wouldn’t
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have it any other way.” Metcalfe ended his story with a quote from a ‘man of God:” “We must
never try to believe such a thing or they are lost. And so are we.” Stories thus constructed
aboriginal marginalization as a moral imperative to be addressed through inclusion, apparently
by public largesse. The articles garnered national attention, with Immigration Minister Jack
Pickersgill, responsible for Indian Affairs, vaguely promising to take ‘“immediate steps” to
“improve living conditions” among northern B.C. Indians while at the same time scoffing at the
sensationalism of the coverage provided by the Province.*® The Toronto Globe and Mail also
ran a small item, clearly deeming the story of interest to eastern readers because of Vancouver
reader responses, rather than because of the plight of the Sekani.”

The Prince George Citizen reacted defensively to the urban media’s attention by asserting
its status as the newspaper best situated to know the region and its local people. However, the
paper proved itself out of step with developing discourse on Indians in Canada in its resort to
racial determinism. Its front page story, a “Citizen Exclusive,” relied on a telephone interview
with a single source, amateur historian and judge, Henry Castillou, touted as “one of British
Columbia’s most authoritative voices on the history of man in North America.””' He deemed the
“squalor” of the Sekani not an event but a condition of their culture, history, and race, and
described the bands as nomadic, traditionally ill-prepared for winters and scorned by other tribes
as “beggars.” He also commented pejoratively on cleanliness and smell. The article noted that
Castillou “left little doubt that the plight in which the Indians find themselves today is a
condition in which successive generations have found themselves since the earliest recollection
of man” and that “unless something drastic happens there is little hope that the Indians will ever
rise much above their present level of living conditions.””? He thus fixed the Sekani in an

anthropological past as a “neolithic race of man.” Yet, Castillou was also paraphrased saying
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that “when it comes to engines and river boats, they are world beaters. They will come into their
own if the proposed Wenner-Gren development goes through.” Three days later, in a story
headlined “’Save Sekanis’ Move May be Heap Big Joke on White Man,” the Citizen relied on
another source, a one-time forest ranger in the Rocky Mountain Trench turned purchasing agent
for the Pacific Great Eastern Railway, to further establish its credentials regarding knowledge of
local Indians. Rusty Campbell argued more sympathetically that the Sekani were “by nature
professional hunters and fishermen” as well as excellent woodsmen and rivermen, “capable of
managing many types of employment.” In his estimation they were unlikely to have ever
“starved.”” The reporter felt licensed to observe: “Charity is something these people, scarcely
removed from the stone age, do not recognize.” Meanwhile, a front page article headlined
“Brassieres, Perfume Among Sekani Gifts” poked fun at the “backwoods necessities” donated by
Vancouver readers, while a Citizen editorial called it “doubtful journalistic ethics to place any
group of human beings on the sacrificial altar block of increased newspaper circulation.” The
Citizen argued the press could make a “valuable contribution towards final integration” only
through a “sustained editorial program directed towards the Federal Government” rather than
“hysteria in the form of banner headline news stories written by reporters whose observance is
not rationalized by knowledge of the traditional Indian way of life.””*

These stories illustrated a critical aspect of discourse in the Cifizen at the time: the use of
a broad range of often contradictory stereotypes to serve the paper’s chosen discourse of the
moment, in this case a competitive spat between urban and local presses over correct
understanding of “Indians,” with minimal accountability to readers, sources, or aboriginal
communities. In a newspaper often short of letters to the editor, the response was pointed.”

Lizette Hall castigated Castillou’s assessment of Sekani poverty as racial by emphasizing its
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economic context and added that “[I]f Judge Castillou was [sic] in politics and needed the
native’s votes, he wouldn’t say they smell.””® This comment was evocative of the uncertéin
status of aboriginals who were not considered citizens of the country and, in all likelihood, not
generally assumed to be direct participants in democratic debate as conducted in the local paper.
However, another letter—whose headline, “An Indian Replies,” indicated its unusual
significance for the Citizen—expressed the indignation felt by the letter’s unnamed Carrier writer
and those with whom he had spoken, and asserted that “what was printed about (the Sekani
Indians) would make any tribe of Indians want to go on the warpath.” He defended the honour
of the “widely admired” Sekani and made the observation regarding reporting that “[a] person
would have to associate with Indians for some time to write accurately about their ways and
habits.” ”” The media at this stage showed no proclivity to set the news agenda by following such
suggestions despite their recognition that the issue was of national significance.

Canadian Press wire service picked up Metcalfe’s story for distribution to its member
newspapers throughout the country. This was the version of the story that ran in the northern
Dawson Creek Star under the headline “Trench Indians Get Aid.” The non-profit, cost-sharing
cooperative wire service contributed to the homogenization of news: CP’s story was essentially
Metcalfe’s story rewritten for a broader audience.”® The Dawson Creek Star did not add its own
angle or follow up with interviews with local sources that might have added nuance or
challenged the urban perspective on the issue. Indeed, it was common for weeklies to run
“boilerplate” copy provided from the east; weeklies, like dailies, were emphasizing technical and
production efficiencies rather than improvements in content.”” A CP&P story in 1963 headlined
“Alberta weeklies lacking interest in editorial content” commented on poor turnouts among

weekly newspaper publishers and editors for annual news and editorial conferences, and on a
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paucity of zone meetings to address these issues, even as it noted weeklies had “improved greatly
in appearance and production methods.”® Nevertheless, the CP story shunned the extremes of
racism characterizing the Citizen’s coverage, using more “neutral” language tempered for a
broader readership, thus indicating the Citizen’s characterizations were out of step with national
discourse. Siegel noted that the all-purpose facts story associated with the Canadian Press wire
service was “‘a pragmatic response to meet the common interests rather than the individual
outlooks of newspapers” and that the service prided itself on providing an accurate, impartial
picture of Canada and the world.®! Yet, CP used language it picked up from Metcalfe that
essentially contrasted the benefits of civilization and luxury with the primitive conditions of life
on the land. The Dawson Creek Star’s version of the story also hinted at the notion the Sekani’s
situation could be remedied through their choice as much as through improved opportunities.*
The Province airlift of supplies to the Sekani also received attention from writers and
publications that substantially challenged this dominant discourse. The Native Voice newspaper,
published since 1946, was the official organ of the Native Brotherhood of British Columbia
(NBBC) and “one of the first and longest lived Indian publications in North America.” It was
also playing a significant role nationally.® Although run by the NBBC, its goal of bringing
consistent attention to aboriginal issues (aimed at both an aboriginal and a general audience, and
sent directly to politicians, journalists, and interested organizations) was broad. A board of
aboriginal directors from across Canada and the U.S set the agenda; its publisher until her death
in 1965 was a non-aboriginal, Maisie Hurley. She was instrumental in enlisting Tom Berger,
lawyer responsible for the Nisga’a appeal before the Supreme Court of Canada, into the cause of
B.C. aboriginal land claims early in his career.* The newspaper challenged the emphasis in

public and political discourse on assimilation by insistently raising the need to address land and
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treaty rights. At this time, however, Hurley wrote an article, “A Fresh Look at the Sekani
Problem,” in which she provided context, history, and analysis—approaches sorely lacking in
mainstream coverage—of the systemic issues causing the “poverty” and “squalor” emphasized
so pointedly in the mainstream media.*” Not surprisingly, the Communist Pacific Tribune picked
up the story as Hurley saw it.

Rather than painting a depoliticized picture of northern bands lost in time and isolated
from the modern world or attributing their situation to a single cause, Hurley situated northern
aboriginal struggles squarely within on-going resource extraction activities in the north as well as
within pro-active efforts by both DIA and the NBBC to address changing living conditions. In
an article clearly intended to engage a general readership, Hurley wrote that both white and
Indian trappers who had registered traplines were nevertheless affected by logging companies
that “logged off” their lines and depleted game resources. She contended that game laws placed
increasing restrictions on aboriginal trappers at the same time that fur farmers were stepping up
competition. She noted the negative impact of “big hydroelectric projects,” referring indirectly to
Alcan’s flooding of Ootsa Lake and the concerns of Indians as covered in the Native Voice, as
well as the prospect of a dam on the Peace River. These, she said, “flood out large areas, killing
the game and destroying the traplines.” Moreover, Hurley discussed multi-faceted and complex
factors impacting the well-being of northern aboriginals, such as TB, discrimination in the labour
market, and inadequate public schooling that offered “woefully poor opportunities.”*

Her writing broke the mould of event-based journalism that could be packaged in easily
cut “reverse pyramid-style” narratives to accommodate changes in page layouts. Her approach,
as with most of the articles in The Native Voice, was longer and more in-depth than was common

in mainstream practice. Instead of stop-gap measures dependent on the goodwill of an urban
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public, she advocated pro-active socio-political actions being taken through the agency of the
NBBC in co-operation with DIA’s Indian Commissioner W.S. Arneil, as well as with a “Dr.
Barclay and his staff.” These programmatic actions included electrification of reserves,
improvement of water systems, and the provision of Old Age Pensions, Blind Pensions, and
children’s allowances. In her naming of bureaucrats and officials involved in addressing
political change, Hurley emphasized the active role of responsible individuals, as well as
indicating knowledgeable journalistic connection to her sources. She thus sought to move
discourse from charity to political action.

Moreover, Hurley acknowledged tensions in aboriginal societies between the tenacity of
tradition and the impetus to change, but did not suggest the answer was in assimilation alone.
For instance, she noted that despite the attempts by Arneil to relocate the Sekani twice, “they
trekked back to the only home they knew and love.”® This in turn led to food and medical
supplies being flown in three times since January of 1957, indicating that far from an
extraordinary event, airlifts were a regular means of transportation and supply delivery in
northern communities. In fact, she concluded her observations about the Sekani by challenging
assimilationist federal policy requiring Indians to relinquish “special privileges” in order to gain
the right to vote as Canadian citizens. She wrote: “All this boils down to exterminating the
Indian and making him into a white man’s image. ... Leave the Native Canadian alone to decide
for himself [sic] what he wants to be. Give him the federal vote without restrictions and at the
same time protect his aboriginal rights. Do not try to destroy the Native Canadian or ask him to
renounce his status as an [Indian] before he can become a citizen in the land he has owned for

thousands of years.”®®
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This brief flurry of attention to the presence of Sekani hunting bands in the Peace dam
region shows mainstream media framing aboriginal poverty and disadvantage as a racial and,
increasingly, a cultural issue unrelated to the impact of land use decisions by a dominant society
pursuing “modernisation.” At the same time, the advocacy journalism of The Native Voice
depicted negative consequences of resource development for aboriginal people and posed
structural challenges regarding rights in land and resource use. Certainly, Metcalfe’s emotive
writing accompanied by dramatic photography captured the public imagination, indicating the
power of the mass media to effectively raise public consciousness. Yet such stories came at the
expense of nuance, depending on reporters who were not supported by their profession or their
institutions to be in a position to write with authority, depth of knowledge or long-term
acquaintance with particular issues. As a result, they crafted a discourse that was essentially at
odds with critical concerns as articulated in the aboriginal community, aggravating rather than
clarifying relations between Canada’s aboriginal and non-aboriginal populations. This, however,
was the last time that the mainstream media discussed the Sekani and the effects of the dam
somewhat in relation to each other. The specific issue dropped from the radar screen of the local
and regional press even as the “problem” of Indians gained as a general theme in their pages.
The Prince George Citizen moved on to embrace other development projects that appeared on the
horizon, and public discourse shifted in less than a year from the “grandiose” Wenner-Gren plans

to the very real possibility of a major dam on the Peace.

The Puzzle of the Peace

By the fall of 1957, Wenner-Gren studies conducted under BC’s water rights branch

found a smaller series of dams, which might have met production demands as they developed
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incrementally, was not technically feasible, but that a massive dam at the Portage site could be of
global significance in terms of both power output and size.* Meanwhile, long-running
discussions with the Americans regarding use of the Columbia River system were officially
rekindled in May of 1957. W.A.C. Bennett told Ray Williston, minister in charge of water
resources: “Whatever you do you’ve got to get the Peace project started—irrevocably started—
before a deal is finalized on the Columbia River. Unless you get it started, there will never be a

. 90
Peace project.”

Hydroelectric development was critical to Bennett’s agenda, and Stephen
Tomblin has argued “by restricting public debate ... [Bennett] was able to implement his
priorities for development rapidly.” ®' Yet it is worth considering how media practice contributed
to a fragmented and incoherent public discourse which facilitated the B.C. government’s high-
stakes goal of building the Peace Dam and the Columbia River development—without the need
for “restrictions” and at the expense of more moderate and incremental growth that might have
effectively served northern and aboriginal interests.

Bennett announced plans for private interests to dam the Peace during a carefully
orchestrated press conference at a downtown Vancouver hotel on October 7, 1957, that also
brought attention to the Westcoast Transmission pipeline deal. Press conferences were events
the press was duty-bound to cover but which gave politicians the upper-hand in crafting their
message, in this case, that the north was a major supplier of energy.” Journalist Paddy Sherman
was later to complain about press manipulation at such events, including the problem that
reporters typically received notes too late to allow for more sensible questions. It was an era

when politicians controlled the “battleground of perception” and only with the rise of

investigative reporting in the 1970s did the power dynamics between politicians and the press
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begin to shift.” Bennett’s press conference, then, served as the backdrop against which details
about the dam would be worked out.

Indeed, the obstacles at this time to a Peace dam were “staggering.” They included the
magnitude of the project, uncertainty about the technology involved, lack of domestic buyers for
the energy that would be produced, the fact Canadian law prevented sale of continuous or “firm”
energy outside Canada, controversy surrounding the role of public and private development, and
concerns of the federal government that damming the Peace would undermine support for the
Columbia development. Nevertheless, popular argument suggests that major hydroelectric
development in B.C. at this time was the solution to public demand, the result of both post-war
consumption and a population boom.”* The damming and diverting of rivers, a public resource,
was also typically justified on the principle that this was intended to “benefit the many, and not
merely profit the few.”®

The impetus for large dams in B.C. had come from major corporations and from the
United States, and was fuelled by complex motivations and contingencies. Ottawa had quashed
an agreement between Bennett and the American Kaiser Aluminum Corporation, in 1954 to
build a dam on the upper Columbia, which proved “a bitter, if instructive, moment” for the
premier.’® Scholars such as social historian Tina Loo have emphasized that “the only way (for
Bennett) to assert provincial jurisdiction over the Columbia’s waters and to have any influence
over an international process was to make it clear that British Columbia had other energy

options; namely, damming the Peace River.””’

Historical geographer Matthew Evenden found
that pressure to dam the Fraser was fraught with opposition from fisheries protection coalitions

and suggested that “[g]iven the political difficulties of development on the Fraser, the provincial

government pursued a strategy to develop the Interior and North.”® Political scientist Stephen
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Tomblin made the case that damming the Peace served as a fundamental component of Bennett’s
“defensive territorial expansion” strategy to protect the northland against expansionist interests
of Ottawa and Alberta, while sociologist Karl Froschauer argued the Two Rivers policy was not
about “bridging gaps in infrastructure and integrating provincial systems to improve public
service,” but about making electricity production a key feature of provincial industrial
development strategies—a far harder prospect to sell publicly, in his assessment.”

This constellation of motivations, political maneuverings and power politics comprised
challenges to journalistic clarity in covering the issues as they occurred at the time, as did the
unpredictable unfolding of the Two Rivers policy between its first announcement in 1957 and the
year 1964, when B.C. at last won the right to sell rather than use its Columbia downstream
benefits. The export of power to the United States allowed the province to underwrite the costs
of the Columbia dams and gave the green light for construction to begin. Moreover, the period
was marked by political resignations, international negotiations, changes in government,
commissions of inquiry, expropriations, and legal challenges. This was also a time when
engineers, technicians, and scientists claimed a pivotal role in public decision-making. As
Evenden described it, “[f]ederal and provincial scientists measured rivers, analyzed their
characteristics, and spoke the idiom of what Donald Worster calls the ‘global engineering
priesthood.”””'” Throughout this period, experts conducted studies on the Columbia and the
Peace for the federal government, for the provincial government, for the International Joint

191 Meanwhile, studies

Commission, and for various stakeholders on each side of the border.
were also proceeding for other river systems as the privately run BC Electric Company and the

publicly owned B.C. Power Commission (BCPC) continued to pursue their own options for

hydroelectric development in a climate of uncertainty surrounding the “Two Rivers” policy.'%*
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Indeed, in 1958 when it was still unclear the Peace project would proceed, BCPC general

manager Lee Briggs resigned in a “dramatic public quarrel” with Bennett related to concerns that

the commission’s development of publicly owned power was deliberately being suppressed.'®

Reporters were generally ill-equipped at this time to undertake the social, legal,
economic, and scientific analysis the era appeared to demand.'® As a rule, they were
poorly paid and still operating largely “without benefit of college training.”'®® Asa
culture, they tended to celebrate their backgrounds as individualists and bohemians in a
profession yet to be considered a “respectable career in itself.”'% Reporters were also
poorly supported in playing such a vital public role despite the fact that newspapers were
immensely profitable.'”” The managing editor of Southam’s Medicine Hat News felt
compelled to warn in 1960, that “Canadian newspapers are currently facing an
increasingly serious shortage of trained newsmen, principally because the papers

108 Bditorials and articles

themselves are making little or no effort to train staff properly.
in the industry’s trade journal Canadian Printer and Publisher at this time indicated the
prime concern was the “race for faster, more efficient newspaper production,” leading to
an emphasis on technology, engineering, and efficiency. Issues of journalism and
newspaper content received little attention except, largely, to indicate the lack of training,
standards, or professional development. The Medicine Hat News was in fact taking the
lead in addressing the training problem in-house, primarily by recognizing first that “the
budget simply couldn’t provide an experienced staff throughout™ and thus relying on high
school students as “cheap and willing” labour.!” A newspaper roughly the size of the

Prince George Citizen, with a circulation of 7,000 and a readership of 23,000, the

Medicine Hat News employed a staff of four reporters, one of whom, in what was
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apparently viewed as an innovative move, was considered senior and paid more, while
the remaining three were recruited from high schools and thus provided the solution to
the fact the bulk of the newsroom budget had been spent.

The push to professionalism was in its infancy. A story in Canadian Publisher and
Printer noted a journalism seminar in July of 1960 discussed the possibility of professional
standards for journalism as in the medical, legal, and engineering professions.110 The seminar,
however, was the first of its kind, drew 20 Ontario “newsmen,” and proved largely informal,
concluding with a vague hope that future seminars might address some of the “ailments” of the
news business. Journalism schools were few, journalists themselves had no representational
body, and industry provided little support for professional standards, journalistic training, or

11
career development.1

By the end of the 1950s, after a decade of resistance by “hostile
publishers,” newsrooms in five major Canadian cities won representation by the American
Newspaper Guild, leading to some improvement in wages and working conditions, but not to
improvement in content and skill development.'* The Special Senate Committee on Mass
Media noted that by 1970, aside from the ad hoc Canadian Managing Editors Conference which
met perhaps once a year, as well as some local groups, “there [was] no organization worrying
about how news is presented and how that presentation can be improved.” The committee found
the American Newspaper Guild and the Canadian Daily Newspaper Publishers Association
focused “exclusively on issues of revenue and production,” and showed an “astoundingly
offhand approach to recruitment and personnel development.”'"* Roy Thomson, owner by this
stage of the Thomson newspaper chain as well as newspapers in Britain, observed in a 1961

interview that “[m]any Canadian newspapermen have come up the hard way—most of them [

think—Dby starting work on the paper in a junior capacity and starting to write. They haven’t
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really had any training.” He noted, significantly, that Canadian newspapers depended
exclusively on generalists:
[T]he more important British papers have correspondents for a particular subject. They
will have a naval correspondent, and he studies the navy, knows all about it. When
there’s something to be written about it, he writes with authority. In Canada the ordinary
reporter would be sent out on that story. He has no background knowledge of any
account and he writes without any specialized knowledge.'"*
In fact, informed analysis of BC’s complex hydroelectric energy issue tended to be
reserved for international audiences. Bruce Hutchison, for instance, editor of the Victoria
Daily Times and one of the country’s leading journalists, assessed the Peace proposal’s
broader geo-political implications for the benefit of American readers of the Christian
Science Monitor in an October 1958 article where he noted that the B.C. government’s
decision to proceed with the Peace project had “drastically altered the hydro-electric
prospects of western Canada and the United States Northwest.” He suggested that with
or without the concomitant development of the Columbia, the Peace dam would lead to a
“major” oversupply of power, forcing Ottawa to reconsider its policy against export and
further exacerbate the country’s trade imbalance with the U.S.""® The Winnipeg Free
Press in 1959 also expressed broader Canadian concerns about the issue. It warned
against BC’s export of electricity, arguing historical evidence showed that once exported,
rights to power could never be recaptured.''® The Economist of London called the scheme
a political “smokescreen” and warned starting both projects would be “dangerously
inflationary.”!"” Many of these articles were reprinted in the liberal Vancouver Sun, and
while they gave readers access to different perspectives, they also privileged the

perspectives of business and international audiences. Indeed, the Sun described the

Economist as “one of the world’s most respected business and opinion weeklies,” and as
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such argued it “deserved the serious attention of all B.C. citizens.”'"® The lack of a
national newspaper, as lamented by Siegel, suggests that there was an inadequate public
forum to address broader issues such as inter-provincial power sharing rather than the
export of hydroelectricity to the United States.”® Indeed, Froschauer devoted a book to
the failure at this critical juncture to develop a national power grid."*’

In contrast, reporters in local and regional papers were generally in a weak position to
assess scientific claims, question assumptions, analyze economic “projections” or make
judgments of cost-benefit analyses for their audiences. Promoters overestimated demand,
scientists were limited in the parameters of their studies and typically operating without baseline
data, and economists failed to take into account such issues as lost habitat, flooded agricultural
lands, or the merit of hydro-power alternatives.'?! Nevertheless, reporters recorded, in the
manner of stenographers, the latest announcement, press conference, speech, and hydro
development scheme, providing “facts” but seldom assessing significance, or making

connections for the public to assess relevant trends.'*

As Peter Desbarats has noted, journalistic
practice rarely incorporated analysis, interpretation, feature writing, investigative reporting, or
background stories.'? With two such major projects on BC’s horizon, it was in the public
interest to explore such critical questions as whether to place ownership in public or private
hands, whether to establish rates favoring the small or the large consumer, and whether to give
control over the system to technicians, capitalists, or politicians. As well, Peace dam
representatives anxious to claim they had identified markets for its power made constant but
vague assertions they had “various” industrial interests “currently investigating” and “making

inquiries.”'** Many assumptions could have been challenged by a reference to the slow growth

of secondary industries in Kitimat with the Alcan dam, while an independent analysis of the role
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of hydroelectric production on industrial development in the Pacific Northwest, for example,
might have shed light on the prospects for the north by showing the impact access to cheap
electricity had on the relative growth of Seattle and Portland. Moreover, awareness of the
broader issues might have informed the public about the evolving nature of opposition to dams
as “monuments of progress,” and the increasing power of preservationists and other coalitions in
the United States.

However, the “two extremes” in discourse at the time—power as a public service and
power as a profitable commodity—proved amenable to differing emphasis by various
stakeholders in a media that tended to uncritically report the statements of officials and corporate
representatives.'*> The situation was compounded by Bennett’s insistence that both the
Columbia and the Peace could be dammed even as uncertainty about the outcome of negotiations
clouded the role each might play. News stories thus constantly see-sawed amongst explanations
that the Peace dam would serve northerners’ needs first or that it would meet the needs of the
lower mainland of British Columbia; that it was about cheap electricity for the public or,
conversely, that it would attract major industrial interests; that it was tying the provincial system
into a grid or that it was about global empire; that it would categorically not involve power
exports; or that, unlike the Columbia, it was the appropriate place for risk capital rather than
public investment.

Such mixed messages were often the result of the fact that reporters over-credited
sources with vested interests trying to negotiate the vicissitudes of political uncertainty.

Typical was a key article by Ben Metcalfe given substantive play by the Province. He
quoted Peace River Power Development Company director Bernard Gore in 1958 who

claimed the scheme was “entirely feasible economically and we are going to have it.”'*¢
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Although the technology regarding transmission was some two years from being studied
adequately for application in B.C., Metcalfe wrote that transmission costs from the Peace
River to the Lower Mainland were “estimated to be cheaper than those from the
Columbia, according to the power interests.” The story’s sub-heading, “Could build dam
by 1966,” was speculative but seemed to predict the inevitability of the project. Another
heading, “Terrain easier from the Peace,” further indicated obstacles were minimal.
Similarly, business reporter Bill Ryan opened a “news story” in the Province with the
bald statement that Peace River electricity could be delivered to the Lower Mainland
“cheaper than any existing or new source of power in this area—even cheaper or
competitive with Columbia River power developed in Canada.” He did not source the
statement until the third paragraph, at which point Ryan noted the Peace River Power
Development Co. directors “include titled Britons, an internationally-known power
engineer, top Vancouver business and British industrialists and financiers,” a pedigreed
list whose assessments were thus seemingly beyond dispute.'*’

The Vancouver Surn certainly provided more critical coverage, calling for
“dispassionate advice” about a provincial “energy crisis frightening in its confusion.”'?®
The period leading up to the expropriation of BC Electric and the creation of BC Hydro
involved several heated political battles as well as the interruption of the Columbia treaty
process by federal elections on both sides of the border.'*® The Vancouver and Victoria
press played a pivotal role in forcing political responses to the situation, but these served
in the end to justify Bennett’s political decisions. This was the case with the inquiry

headed by Dr. Gordon Shrum, a University of B.C. physicist, comparing relative costs of

Columbia and Peace power. Shrum argued, despite two dissenting opinions, that public
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money invested in the Peace could make it competitive with Columbia power. As a
result, the Peace could become the main supplier of power to the province, and the

. . . 1130
Columbia could serve American needs, as Bennett desired.

Nevertheless, the Sun’s
agenda was exclusively geared to the interests of the lower mainland,; its critical concern
was support for the Columbia as a “matter of urgent necessity” and as the cheaper
alternative for regional consumers compared to the “speculative development” of the
Peace."!

Collectively, however, the gamut of power-related stories tended to serve a meta-
narrative suggesting the damming of all rivers was both possible and inevitable. Even as the
Peace dam won a green light and drilling for the Libby dam was commencing while Columbia
Treaty talks were underway, Paddy Sherman in the Province was writing that the Alaskans were
“considering” a major project on the Yukon River that would dwarf the Peace proj ect.'?
Similarly, the possibilities and permutations for diversions on the Fraser River seemed endless:
the Citizen ran a front page story in March of 1964 on a “giant hydro-electric and flood control
development on the upper Fraser River near Prince George” proposed by a team of water
resource experts and under study for some eight years."? 3 Another report in 1964 showed a “big
new power project” was being “investigated” on the Stikine River in relation to mineral
development; and in 1964 just after the ratification of the Columbia River treaty, a scheme for a
“continent-wide diversion of water” called for collecting water from the Rivers of Alaska, BC,
and Yukon and redistributing them through a system of 177 lakes and reservoirs to the western
U.S. and northern Mexico.** Dams were synonymous with hyperbole, and the indiscriminate

reporting of all speculative schemes served to situate BC’s own dam building in the context of an

inevitable global trend. At the same time, the lack of a realistic BC-based market for Peace
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power helped spur the surprise nationalization of the BC Electric Company in 1961 and the
creation of BC Hydro. The move caught the media completely off-guard. Ideologically the
takeover challenged the press’s innate wariness of government interference in the private sector,
yet a predominant role for a single Crown utility in B.C. was consistent with the norm in Canada
and elsewhere, given the natural monopoly character of electricity markets.'*

A key result of such bewildering and often contradictory coverage was that the
implications of northern hydroelectric development were poorly explored. Northern “maverick”
Social Credit MLA Cyril Shelford perhaps most acutely reflected ambivalence about his own
government’s agenda for the north, and this attitude served to dominate the tenor of his long
public service. Kaiser’s Alcan development at Ootsa Lake in 1952 had resulted in the dislocation
of Shelford’s own family. Although he was uncomfortable with the fact that the dam was
developed by private interests, he accepted the expropriation of land as justified, and limited his
objections to issues of compensation and the lack of local benefits from the resulting industrial
activity. Shelford was particularly concerned about the lack of electricity in many areas of the
north. Small diesel plants in Burns Lake, Smithers, Vanderhoof, and Prince George had made it
impossible for modern sawmills, pulp and paper plans, or other industry to become established.
However, the pulp industry’s power needs never required the mega-dam on the Peace. Industry
spokesmen in1959 said the amount of electricity used would negligible, while even newsprint
mills could use only a small fraction of the Peace output.’*® As well, the publicly owned BC
Power Corporation had extended electricity into the hinterland, adding 300,000 new customers to
the system between 1945 and 1962, 60 per cent for the first time, with the average rate per
kilowatt dropping from five to less than 2.5 cents. It had also begun the process of “piecing

together a grid” and standardizing equipment across regions."’
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Shelford felt he came from a “land of independent loggers and small sawmills,” that he
represented the “average person” and the “small businessman.” He was “strongly opposed to
policies that favoured the larger interest” such as the granting of large forest management
licences to corporations that prevented locals from competing. He tried to reconcile Bennett’s
need to work co-operatively with industry to underwrite social programs, but was concerned
about the essential contradiction in the role of state and foreign capital in large projects that
benefited “elites, speculators, and fortune-builders” at the expense of locals. Indeed, he very
nearly left the party. Although he remained ambivalent about government running a major
industry effectively, he had been particularly anxious to extend hydroelectric power to rural areas
and, after BC Hydro had been created, welcomed cuts to power costs and power extensions to
areas without electricity."®

A similar ambivalence eventually came to surface in the Citizen. The dam had long been
touted as the pivot upon which the northern economy would turn and a means by which regional
disparities would be addressed. Yet the paper provided little critical assessment of the process
and evidence eventually showed that northerners were not benefiting even from the construction
phase. Indeed, the Citizen launched a doomed campaign against BC Energy Commission
president Gordon Shrum’s refusal to reopen bidding on the Peace River power development’s
pilot tunnel project, which had been awarded to an Edmonton company rather than to a joint

Vancouver/Prince George venture.'®

Meanwhile, the Prince George Chamber of Commerce
urged the establishment of a central hiring office to ensure local interests would be directly
addressed. The Citizen claimed it had won assurance that hiring would be conducted exclusively
in BC, but it was merely told final hiring procedures would not be known “until agreements are

reached with the various unions.”'*
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The Citizen subsequently launched a vitriolic attack on the dam itself in an editorial
about-face that, while ironic, proved consistent with its ideological stance as an independent
business. Bitterly angry that Bennett had risked alienating foreign capital with his 1961
expropriation of BC Electric, it wrote an editorial headlined “BC’s name as a good place to
invest money now stinks around the world.”"*' Here, the paper accused the government of
poisoning the investment climate by appropriating BC Electric in the manner it did. It said that
“No province or country which depends for its livelihood and future development on the
goodwill of mvestors throughout the world can afford to have its reputation tainted in the manner
of this takeover.”'** Assured of its own future given the establishment of pulp mills in the region,
the Citizen by 1964 was deriding the Peace dam as a “white elephant.” Its editorials lambasted
as “baloney” Fort George MLA Ray Williston’s claim that Prince George Pulp was building a
mill thanks to Peace power, calling it a desperate attempt to “justify the tremendous expenditures
of taxpayers’ money on a project which they have no logical reason for undertaking. ... Peace
Power is not the motivation behind PG Pulp and would not be, even if it were available in time to
supply the company here...If their other claimed markets for electricity ring as hollow as does
PG Pulp, then BC will have one of the world’s largest white elephants on its hands...and what
that elephant will eat won’t be hay. It will be taxpayers’ dollars.”'*

The views of individual residents like Cliff Harrison, “formerly of the flooded-out area of
Ootsa Lake,” gained legitimacy as news stories because of editorial concern that people in the
interior were not benefiting from industrial development. “[N]ot one kilowatt of power was
given or sold to anyone in this area,” Harrison told a reporter. “Not one of the people of the
interior received any benefits, no steady payroll resulted and no interior resources were

developed.” He warned the same thing could happen again.'** Indeed, the Citizen took the

75



stance in relation to union hiring practices that it is the “inherent right of persons living in a
community to share its economic future.”'*® The paper also realized that power from the Peace
would not come cheaply, and began to favour damming local streams to generate energy as faster
and more efficient. It claimed that “[e]fficiently designed small power projects can produce
cheap power and can more than compete in terms of practicality with grandiose empire
building.”*® It was indeed ironic that the Citizen took the Vancouver Sun to task for making so
many changes in editorial direction that “the reader needed a compass to tell whether the paper is
coming or going.”"’ The same could be said of the Citizen. The newspaper turned its criticism
on its own readership when it stated on January 10, 1964 that “[b]y showy public works and
pursuit of a mad power policy Bennett has won unthinking votes.”'*® The question of whether
the Citizen itself had failed its public by failing to critically assess those “showy public works”
and “mad” power policies, apparently did not occur to the writer or to the publisher who

sanctioned the editorial.
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CHAPTER THREE
COLLISION COURSE: THE MAINSTREAM PRESS AND THE

ALTERNATIVE CHALLENGE

In the run-up to the dam’s completion, stories in the Prince George Citizen between 1965
and 1967 essentially provided technical progress reports covering work crew movements, the
latest contracts, and details of construction. Local and regional coverage celebrated the “longest
conveyor belt,” “the highest earth-fill wall,” “the biggest reservoir,” and “the largest power
development in the western world.”! Stories also revived the boosterism surrounding the project,
describing Prince George as a “power hub” and predicting an abundance of cheap power at
“progressively lower power rates.”” The meaning of the dam for the north now appeared to lie as
much in its status as a monolith and an attraction for tourists and recreationists as in its
functional role in northern development. Indeed, 50,000 visitors were expected at Hudson Hope
during the 1965 construction season.” Moreover, the construction boom it engendered appeared
to be its most significant and, it increasingly seemed, short-lived contribution. A closed shop
agreement between the BC Hydro Power Authority and a group of unions promised labour peace
for ten years, but also excluded many local labourers, few of whom were members of trade
unions. The Citizen continued to note concerns about local access to construction contracts and
worker safety on-site, but also continued to blur the line between business and public interest
issues despite concerns about benefits of dam-related activities to the north,* Cattermole
Logging Company, for instance, was responsible in a “huge, hurried operation” for the

“impossible” task of clearing the area to be flooded, about a billion feet of timber. The
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characterization of the company’s “dramatic race against the clock’”” suggested more excitement
about the challenge than criticism of the feasibility of 'the undertaking. The rush, in fact, later led
to innumerable problems on the reservoir. Yet advertisements and news stories assured readers
that although based in Chilliwack, the company’s activities in “one of the world’s largest timber
operations” were benefiting the north, and that the company planned to “permanently integrate
its resources into the industrial development of the area.” Generally, the run-up to the dam’s
completion in 1967 was devoted to the provincial government’s public relations rituals
surrounding the programmatic unfolding of Bennett’s economic goals for the province.’

This chapter explores the Citizen’s coverage of aboriginal issues as dam construction
took place. It seeks to explain why integrating aboriginal people as wage labourers on the
project while severing aboriginal ties to their land was taken for granted in mainstream public
discourse. It argues stories related to aboriginal issues were situated in the larger context of civil
rights partially as a result of corporate dependence on cheaper imported copy from the United
States, and that this occurred at the expense of local coverage. This helped promote the notion of
racial equality and integration while downplaying aboriginal concerns about special and historic
rights related to land and resources. At the same time, the lack of local accountability meant the
Citizen could handle stories in ways that discounted, minimized, and framed aboriginal concerns
in terms of the dominant culture’s perspectives. Meanwhile, a parallel discourse unfolding in the
aboriginal newspaper The Native Voice challenged notions in B.C. that progress was without
consequence and that northlands were empty and ripe for exploitation. The Native Voice
consistently raised concerns about hydroelectric development and asserted its position that land
rights had never been surrendered in the province. The paper’s early appeal to reasoned debate,

coupled with calls for media accountability, suggest that the mainstream press missed an
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opportunity to engage with the aboriginal community as it sought to politicize the general public.
The very different perspectives expressed in the alternative aﬂd the mainstream media
foreshadowed the controversy that followed the release of the 1969 White Paper on Indian
policy, the concurrent decision to launch a national inquiry into Canada’s mass media, and the

abrupt reversal of the triumphalism surrounding the W.A.C. Bennett Dam upon its completion.

Local Discourse: Looking Outward

The flurry of activity during the construction phase of the Peace River dam inspired
media campaigns in 1965 seeking to secure a place for Indians as wage labour in the northern
construction boom. This appeared to be a solution to “the Indian problem,” as well as to the
crisis in the B.C. labour sector. In a front page Citizen story on June 14, Dr. Gordon Shrum, co-
chairman of B.C. Hydro, called the shortage of skilled labour a “serious threat to B.C.’s
industrial boom.” Two days later, a front page Citizen article reported “100 area Indians” would
be working on the dam and quoted a Stuart Lake Agency official stating the “employment
campaign for Indians” was designed as a “step to get them off the reserves...[and] take them
from a gathering economy to a wage economy.”® Internal departmental letters during this time
show that Indian Affairs officials treated the Peace dam’s impending displacement of Sekani
bands as an issue solely of relocation and access to employment opportunities as bureaucrats set
about to keep the size of replacement reserves to a minimum.” Another 1965 news story
headlined “BC Resource Projects Provide Jobs” quoted B.C. Indian Commissioner J.V. Boys
telling delegates to a B.C. Natural Resources Conference in Prince George that resource
development in northern B.C. had given many Indians “a job, a place in the community, and a

pay cheque they never had before.”'® Boys noted that 2,400 Indians out of a potential workforce

79



of 2,700 were on a payroll; and that 18,000 Indians living on the CNR mainline or north of it,
including the Prince George area, were also employable, as were an additional 6,300 adults
among other Indian bands throughout the province. Moreover, he said, Indians were rapidly
leaving B.C. reserves and entering the outside world.!! Boys appealed to his audience for
aboriginal inclusion on moral grounds, arguing “industry, labour and government should give the
Indian a chance to share in the benefits of an affluent society,” as well as on practical ones,
urging employers to consider Indians “as a part answer to the possible shortage of skilled
workers in the future.” To that end, he offered DIA’s services and asked industry to “spell out its
requirements” so the department could train and equip B.C. Indians to suit their purposes.

Such news stories were designed to overcome contemporary stereotypical views of
aboriginal people, characteristic of the Citizen'’s earlier coverage, in order to facilitate aboriginal
inclusion in the context of the labour crisis. The Citizen quoted the Stuart Lake agent urging
“[wlhite acceptance” of Indian workers and saying that “[i]f we make second class citizens out
of them by ignoring them, they are always going to be on our doorstep.” The press also quoted
Boys telling his audience, and by extension the news readership, that the “white man should
banish from his mind the stereotype of the Indian as a shiftless, hard-drinking social outcast with
limited capacities for learning and working in the white man’s world. It was true that some
aboriginal Indians fit the characterization ... but the majority have the same feelings, hopes and
aspirations as other people and want only the dignity of a worthwhile job that will support a
family.” In his appeal to non-aboriginal audiences, Boys constructed an image of Indians based
on purely individualist notions that effectively divorced aboriginal people from their ongoing

communal ties to ancestral communities and traditional economies on the land."
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Nevertheless, such stories were an indication that the visibility of Indians to the Canadian
public was steadily increasing during the 1950s and 1960s, although it was on terms that drew
much of their significance from a broader American and post-colonialist discourse. One of the
typical aspects of the Citizen’s growth under Milner in the late 1950s and through the 1960s was
the growing reliance on wire service copy generated by United States and international media
outlets. This was not just a product of growing interest in world news. As media scholar Mary
Vipond argued, this was the natural consequence of the fact that the media were now owned
primarily by profit-driven enterprises. It was cheaper to publish stories from wire services than it
was to pay reporters to write local stories." Still, stories from the Commonwealth highlighting
Africans throwing off colonial regimes, and from the United States concerning racial
discrimination and the demand for civil rights, encouraged the Prince George Citizen to position
its own local news stories and editorials within this larger general discourse. The general
manager of Canadian Press met members of the Commonwealth Press Union in Pakistan in
1961 and indicated that the agency was seeking to increase coverage given that the “surge of
nationalism, trend to independence and strife between coloured and white races have made more
headlines.”'* Over time, local extremes in racial constructions, as evidenced in the Citizen’s
coverage of the Sekani “crisis” in 1957, were effectively tempered.'” This larger discourse
contributed to a post-war emphasis on Indians as a disadvantaged minority whose obstacles to
integration, citizenship, and equality in a modern, liberal-democratic culture were largely
cultural, a trend noted in Metcalfe’s coverage of the Sekani.

In articles such as “Australian Natives Treated Shamefully” published in the Vancouver
Sun in 19635, the writer drew parallels between the Canadian and Australian situation, describing

a “grossly underprivileged group whose problem is primarily one of cultural adaptation and
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adjustment. Rather like the Canadian Indian, many aborigines, because of their ancestral
background, find it hard to accommodate themselves to modern civilization...Color is not the
root of the problem. It is more a question of a way of life. Resettlement of the aboriginals,
[education] and instruction in hygiene, provision of decent housing and of opportunities for
satisfactory employment must go hand in hand.”*®

The relatively progressive Calgary Herald was one of the first, in 1956, to draw attention
to a three-year-old running conflict concerning Immigration Minister Jack Pickersgill’s
determination, as head of the Department of Indian Affairs, to evict more than 100 people,
including three war veterans, from the Hobbema reserve in Alberta for “not being Indian.”
Seeking to situate the story in a broader context, the reporter called it a “racial integration case,
matching in drama any of those now occurring in the southern United States” and suggested the
government’s approach bore a “frightening resemblance to the methods used in Nazi Germany
where a finger pointed to someone with suspected Jewish blood resulted in loss of status (and
property) and imprisonment.”’” Such comparisons served to make a dramatic appeal to Canadian
conscience about racial issues within the country. However, they were made at the critical price
of local nuance and historical particulars relevant to aboriginal communities. The concept of
equal rights for all as portrayed in mainstream mass media discourse tended to suggest special
privileges for none, providing context for attacks on aboriginal rights from groups such as the
Alberta Fish and Game Club, and encouraging people such as B.C. MLA Cyril Shelford to
position himself as a “friend of the Indian” while arguing against special rights for Indians.'® In
the Herald’s analysis the issue was not integration itself, but the timing and lack of support for

the process of integration; treaty rights and the /ndian Act were discriminatory obstacles to
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integration. At the same time, the Herald purported to speak on behalf of Indians, arguing that
the Hobbema Cree symbolized the

plight of hundreds of Indians already forced into the white man’s world, ill-equipped to

take any position in society except along the breadline Unlike its U.S. counterpart,

Canada’s integration move is not supported by those the government wishes to integrate.

The Indians themselves feel the move is premature and the methods employed unfair.

Because of the Treaty Indians inferior legal status and the fact he has no voice in

Parliament, the general public knows little or nothing about the new Indian Act passed in

1951. Few realize it contains the seeds of a serious racial problem in Canada."

Cole Harris generalised that British Columbians “associate colonialism with other places
and other lives—a racially segregated South Africa, Joseph Conrad’s fear-ridden Congo—where
they can easily condemn its brutalities yet remain ‘largely oblivious’ to colonialism’s impact on
their home province.”® This implies a wilful and self-serving blindness to the public usurpation
of land and resources. Yet it might be argued the public was poorly served by a press whose
focus was as much on maximizing efficiency and profit as it was on addressing local issues of
public concern. Indeed, the increasing media reliance on cheaper imported copy came largely at
the expense of local news coverage. Although the Citizen extended its publication to five days a
week in 1957, there was little evidence in its pages that the amount of locally generated news had
increased, that staff had been increased significantly, or that news coverage had been creatively
expanded to incorporate new “beats” or areas of emphasis allowing for longer term, in-depth and
local acquaintance with developing issues. The Special Senate Committee on the Mass Media
found the 1960s constituted, generally, a time of low investment in stories that might cost money
and time.”! In 1965, after-tax profits of daily newspapers in Canada as a percentage of the
amount put up by shareholders was 17.5 per cent compared to 10.4 per cent for manufacturing

industries and 9.2 for retail. Newspaper ownership was almost twice as profitable, and owners

financed expansion and acquisitions from their profits “pulling the maximum out of their
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communities, and giving back the minimum in return” in the senate committee’s assessment.””
Certainly, in the Citizen, Indians largely continued to be treated as a generic group—an abstract
minority for whom responsibility lay with distant Ottawa—with little effort to address the local
and unique aspects of aboriginal experience.

As a result, the mix of stereotypes about aboriginal people proved a rich source of
material to bolster arguments that editors and writers were interested in making, with little
accountability for their use. And since Jack Pickersgill was both the federal Immigration
Minister and responsible for Indian Affairs, editors reflexively related Indian and immigration
issues and effectively confounded discussion of aboriginal interests. A case in point was the
Citizen’s editorial “The Wasted People” which, while commenting on the 1957 federal Hawthorn
commission into “the problems posed by Canada’s Indian population,” generated one short news
story highlighting the issue of alcohol in the aboriginal community.* The newspaper did not
seek to localize the story by addressing the significance of the report for northern aboriginals, or
ascertaining local reactions. Instead, the Citizen s editorialists appeared as much interested in
using the report to critique Canada’s immigration policies as on shedding light on the aboriginal
experience:

Many of us perhaps, tend to think that the problem created by the native population was

solved when the last scalp was hung up to dry and the last shot fired in retaliation...In

failing to take every avenue open to us towards complete integration of the Indian races
we are, every one of us, guilty of an injustice and guilty of literally wasting human lives
which under different circumstances could make a real contribution to the cultural and
economic well-being of our nation. Morally and ethically we have no right to swell our
population in the name of economic development by means of immigration policies until
we have made full use of those people who are now resident within our border. We
submit that the people of Canada, through their government at Ottawa, are morally bound

to put a greater effort, man for man, into the development of this wasted race of people
within our borders than they are currently putting into the program of immigration.**
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This pattern of conducting a public monologue framing aboriginal issues in the context of the
dominant media-defined concerns of the day continued throughout the 1960s. For instance,
editors situated a 1964 story on the return of Tahltan to their land “to give up welfare and
drinking” within a major media news cycle on welfare, instigated by the outspoken protest of
Prince George civil servant Bridget Moran. Moran became the Citizen’s cause célébre for her
stance against the Bennett government’s failure to address a crisis in professional welfare
services (and incidentally provided grounds for the paper’s self-promotion as a free press
sounding “the strong voice of indignation” for “the public benefit”).*> However, Moran’s
agitation for better service posed an ideological dilemma for the paper’s ingrained wariness of
big government. This contradiction was clearly evident in the spate of stories that comprised the
news cycle on the issue, including an editorial touting the value of private societies and charity in
helping the less fortunate, in which editors warned that “welfare, unfortunately, is just one area
in which the public has been abandoning to the politicians its right to a voice in the
administration of its affairs...There is a willing acceptance of control and decree. With it the
people of the province are fashioning their own kind of dictatorship.”?® The paper thus used the
Tahltan story, which it ran on page one, to paternalistically applaud the idea of Indians rejecting
government welfare support, giving up a “life of indolence” and taking on individual
“responsibility” for their “own survival.” Its editorial, “A little initiative,” used the Tahltan as an
example of people, including immigrants, who reach “material prosperity” even though starting
from scratch.”’ Editors and reporters completely overlooked the significance of the band’s return
to the land (the Tahltan’s “historic trapping grounds” near Kinaskan Lake) as an important angle

to the story.28
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Similarly, major front page depictions of aboriginal children at the Lower Post and LeJac
Indian residential schools showing “innocent gratitude” during a charitable Christmas season
newspaper campaign in 1963 served mostly to promote the newspaper while constructing
aboriginals as beneficiaries of the dominant culture’s largesse. The stories provided no context
for the schools or the aboriginal communities whose children were the focus of the donations of
toys and candies.” Another practice serving a journalistic agenda was story placement. Editors
tended to position apparently related stories side by side on a page, suggesting implied points of
comparison between, for instance, the violence of the American experience of racial integration
in the school system and the Canadian experience, supporting a general sense of complacent self-
satisfaction regarding Canadian race relations. The February 6, 1964 edition of the Citizen, for
example, ran two stories on the same page, one from Prince George headlined “Indian children
integrating” and another from Alabama headlined “Schools closed in race row.”*® The latter
story concerned six “Negro” pupils attending classes, leading to the closure of all schools in
Tuskegee, Alabama, and putting the army on alert. Typically, where aboriginal people were
quoted or pictured in the Citizen, they were celebrated as individuals apart from their social,
cultural, and historical context, furthering the notion of cultural assimilation. A characteristic
example was the 1965 Citizen story of 113-year-old Prince George hospital patient “Granny
Seymour” whose age garnered admiration while her life of “trapping furs” and her identity as the
daughter of an Indian princess were treated as emblematic of an unthreatening past.*’

Where there were clearly political and economic challenges to the existing socio-economic
structure of mainstream society, the Prince George Citizen’s editors managed them by burying
stories in back pages, using a bemused tone to belittle them, or choosing not to engage

journalistically with the issues raised. In 1958, when Skeena Indians protested celebrations of
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British Columbia’s centenary on the grounds that their land had been stolen, the story was buried
in the back pages, and the B.C. celebrations continued to be discussed as if aboriginals, when
they were mentioned at all, were situated in the mythic past.’* Similarly, a 1964 stand-alone
photograph of B.C. MLA for Atlin, Frank Calder, was accompanied by a “cutline” noting his
status as the “first ever” aboriginal legislator. It stated that “Mr. Calder currently is engaged in a
fight to establish B.C. Indian claims that their lands were taken by white men without treaty.”
There was no explanation, context, or related story; the issue was not raised with regard to
ongoing “taking of the lands” in the local region—even though Calder represented the
northlands—and land claims were treated as a peculiarly aboriginal issue with little impact or
genuine implication for the dominant culture.®* Of the twelve stories published between
December 1, 1963 and February 28, 1964 related to anything aboriginal in Canada, only two
raised a political question that suggested underlying tensions in the racial relationship; most
served as “colour” stories to break up unrelated fact-based news stories dominating the paper’s
pages (one item highlighted refrigerators sold to Eskimos and another an “Indian princess” in the
Quebec region seeking to “preserve her culture” through folksongs and legends).>

Even when Indians did appear in clearly political stories, editors framed the politics within a
patronizing framework, attempting to give the story “colour” where, in fact, a straight facts-
based approach to news reporting might have served aboriginal interests better. A typical
example was the 1964 story headlined: “Indian remembers dance but forgets birth date.”*® It
began by noting Tom Omptkit, a white-haired elder from the Alert Bay Indian Band, opened a
B.C. Native Brotherhood meeting using the Chinook language and performing an Indian war
chant. It then noted bemusedly that “The war chant, he said through an interpreter, had been

passed down to him from his forefathers almost a century ago. But he couldn’t say how old he
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actually was.” It wasn’t until the fifth paragraph that the report presented the “facts” of the story:
“The Brotherhood, embracing Indian delegates from various parts of the province, gets down
today to consideration of the tricky question of the lands they claim were taken from them by
whites without compensation.”’

Native voices and perspectives were thus mediated in the local press during a time when
newspapers had no press councils, no ombudsmen, and no professional codes or journalistic
guidelines (these were all, if somewhat cursorily, developed in the early 1970s) to ensure a
degree of accountability. Generally, press responsibilities extended solely to the notion that
readers who did not like what they read could stop purchasing the product even as newspapers
were increasingly playing a monopolistic role in their communities. It was clearly assumed that
Indians themselves did not make up part of the paper’s consumption-oriented audience; they
were a problem for the dominant culture’s moral consideration only. The press could capitalize
on public sympathy for aboriginal marginalization and appeal to an apparently sympathetic
readership by constructing aboriginals as victims of cultural conditioning and objects of charity.
At the same time, it could also sidestep the question of land and treaty rights in the context of the
civil rights movement’s emphasis on equal rights, thus maintaining the status quo.

Canadian aboriginal resentment over lack of equal rights, failure to address longstanding
grievances, and inability to control their own affairs was mounting by 1965.°® Although the
Liberal government of Lester B. Pearson in 1963 promised to establish a land-claims
commission to settle outstanding claims, Indian leaders rejected it for failing to acknowledge
aboriginal title as the basis of their claims, and for failing to allow Indians to file suits against the
provinces for land.** Meanwhile a federal DIA report acknowledged that its own policies were

largely responsible for the poverty, inertia, and hopelessness among Native Indians.*
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Subsequently, Harry Hawthorn’s 1966 report, commissioned by Prime Minister Pearson’s
government, recommended that aboriginal poverty be addressed, that all forced assimilation
programs ended, and, critically, that special status and privileges be retained.*’ This latter point
would be ignored in a “grotesque conclusion” to consultations with Indians, and as a
consequence prove the bombshell of the White Paper in 1969. J.R. Miller sought the explanation
at the policy and bureaucratic level, but the state of public discourse as conducted in an
increasingly monopolistic and corporatised media suggests a broader context for the depth of
misunderstanding.*

With regard to press coverage of ethnic groups and minorities, the narrow expectations of
the press to act as a watchdog on government had been challenged in 1947 in the United States
by the Hutchins Commission, and would be again, by the Kerner Commission of 1968 following
urban riots in that country. The Hutchins Commission asserted that the press had a social
responsibility to provide a flow of information and interpretation concerning racial relations such
as to “enable the reader to set a single event in its proper perspective...Factually correct but
substantially untrue accounts of the behaviour of members of one of these social islands can
intensify the antagonisms of others toward them.”*’ The Kerner commission served as an
indictment of a press reporting and writing from the standpoint of a “white man’s world. [The
press] repeatedly, if unconsciously, reflects the biases, the paternalism, the indifference of white
America...It is the responsibility of the news media to tell the story of race relations in America,
and with notable exceptions the media have not yet turned to the task with the wisdom,
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sensitivity, and expertise it demands.”" The Canadian media would not be taken to task for

coverage of racial and ethnic minorities until the 1980s.*
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A Parallel Discourse, A Missed Opportunity

A parallel discourse in the pre-eminent aboriginal newspaper in Canada, The Native
Voice, offered perspectives throughout this period on dams, development, and aboriginal rights
that f