
 



We respectfully acknowledge that the land on which the Lake Country 

Museum is situated, where this lesson was developed, is on the unceded 

territory of the Syilx (Okanagan) Peoples.  
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Pre-Emption Certificates & Treaties 

Learning 

Objective(s) 

Students will further their knowledge about the loss of Indigenous lands 

in B.C. to the government through the use of pre-emption certificates 

that were issued to settlers. 

Suggested Grades Middle Grade 

ACTIVITY 

Materials 

No specific materials are required, though you may choose to print out 

some of the provided photographs to incorporate into your class 

discussion. 

If you decide to extend the activity into a research assignment, you may 

need to give students access to research materials (internet, library) and 

writing tools (paper, pen, computer). 

Class Discussion 

During and after the historical lesson component, ask your students the 

following questions as prompts for further discussion. You may also 

consider utilizing some of the provided photographs alongside your 

lesson and/or discussion: 

• Did the government have the right to give away this land? 

• No treaties were signed regarding land in Lake Country or in 

most areas of B.C. What difficulties do you think this created at 

the time and in the present day? 

• When the second agreement for the Commonage was signed, the 

land claim stated: “I do not anticipate being able to satisfy the 

requirements of these Indians (they requested the Commonage 

become reserve land) in as so much there is but little land of 

value to choose from in the neighbourhood.” Why do you think 

the Canadian government felt entitled to more ‘valuable’ land 

than the Syilx? 

• What are treaties? Why were they signed? 

• Why are treaties only now being negotiated in B.C.? 

• Do you think these negotiations are effective? 

Extension 

This activity is a great introduction to learning about how land was dealt 

with early on in Canada’s history, as well as to get students to consider 

how we should deal with land claims today. There are various directions 

you can move in with this topic: 

• Essay/paragraph writing 

• Presentation on land claims/treaties 



Historical Context When European settlers were first arriving in the Okanagan Valley, ‘the 

Commonage’ was established. The Commonage (meaning common 

pasturage) was vacant land of over 25,000 acres that was shared 

between European settlers and the Syilx people to pasture their 

livestock. It extended from Okanagan Lake to Long Lake.  

In 1876, an agreement was made that the Commonage was to be 

formally reserve from pre-emption (purchased land that has not been 

fully surveyed) for the use of both settlers and Syilx people. However, in 

1889, a new agreement was reached between British Columbia’s Chief 

Commissioner of Land and Works, and the Indian Reserve 

Commissioner. This agreement stated that the provincial government 

would take over the Commonage and, in return to the Syilx people, 

establish an Indian Reserve on the west side of Okanagan Lake. 

When B.C. joined the Canadian Confederation in 1871, only 14 treaties 

on Vancouver Island had been signed and Indigenous title to the rest of 

the province was left unresolved. It was not until 1970 that Canada’s 

Indigenous peoples were able to pursue Indigenous rights in the 

Supreme Court of Canada. With the exception of Treaty 8 and 

negotiations with the Nisga’a Nation, most First Nations had to wait 

until 1993 to pursue their Indigenous rights through the B.C. treaty 

process. 

Further Inquiry Field Trip Suggestions: 

● Sncewips Museum 

● The Lake Country Museum and Archives has a wide range of 

exhibits and activities for your class to take advantage of. There 

may be the opportunity for a guest lecturer to visit your 

classroom or be present at the museum with the knowledge of 

more local history stories. If interested, please contact the 

Museum ahead of time. 

Suggested Resources: 

● LCMA website resources: Northern Okanagan Commonage, 

History Index 
● Okanagan Nation Alliance website’s map of traditional Syilx 

territory) 

● Where the Grass is Always Browner on the Other Side of the 

Fence: A History of the Okanagan Common- age by, Dr. D. 

John Price 

● British Columbia Crown Land Pre-emption 

Registers, 1860-1971: 

https://familysearch.org/search/ collection/2053657 

https://www.lakecountrymuseum.com/
http://www.syilx.org/


● BC Treaty Commission: http://www.bctreaty.net/ 

● BC Archives Research Guide: Pre-emption and homestead 

claims 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Map of lands sold at the Commonage auction, 1893. Reproduced from LCMA manuscript North- ern Okanagan 
Commonage 
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