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Indigenous 
History

Lytton is one of the oldest continuously-inhabited areas 
in North America, with a First Nations history stretching 
back thousands of years. 

Bruce Hutchison, author and journalist, wrote that it is 
“an ancient town, more ancient than any built by white 
men in America. Here … [was] found a thriving Indian 
community, centuries old. The confluence of two great 
rivers and the natural trails of men’s travel made this 
one of the crossways of the continent.”1

The site at the confluence of the Thompson and Fraser 
Rivers has long been considered the heart of the 
Nlaka’pamux people's territory.



Exploration 
River geography was of great interest to fur-traders, such as 
Simon Fraser.  There had been reports of a major river beyond 
the Rockies and Fraser undertook an exploration to discover 
whether or not it was the Columbia that had been partially 
explored by George Vancouver, and the Lewis and Clark 
expedition. 
Fraser and his party travelled by canoe down the uncharted 
river in the spring of 1808.  The following quote records 
Fraser’s reaction to their encounter: 

“We had every reason to be thankful for our 
reception at this place; the Indians showed us every 
possible attention and supplied our wants as much 
as they could.”



Colonization
• A short-lived Hudson's Bay Company post,  referred to as 

Fort Dallas located here. Named Lytton in 1858 by Governor 
Douglas, after Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803-1873), as a 
“merited compliment and mark of respect” for Sir Edward 
Bulwer-Lytton, who was Secretary of State for the Colonies.

• Bulwer-Lytton’s legacy as a British government official is not 
a memorable one; he is best known today as a best-selling 
novelist whose works included The Last Days of Pompeii. He 
is credited with inventing the phrases “the pen is mightier 
than the sword” and “the pursuit of the almighty dollar”, but 
his most lasting fame (or infamy) as a writer is having 
penned the much-parodied opening line “It was a dark and 
stormy night”, in his 1830 novel Paul Clifford.

A history of Lytton, from First Nations to the Gold Rush to disastrous fires



The Gold Rush

• During the Gold Rush that began in 1858, Lytton became 
an important stop along the road as prospectors headed 
north. 

• In 1859 a visitor to the town, Lt. R.C. Mayne, described it 
as “An irregular row of some dozen wooden huts, a 
drinking saloon, an express office, a large Court House —
as yet unfinished — and two little buildings near the 
river which had once belonged to the H.B.Co. but which 
were now inhabited by the district magistrate.”

A history of Lytton, from First Nations to the Gold Rush to disastrous 
fires

Plan of the Town of Lytton and its Suburbs. From a Survey by 
Sgt. W. McColl, R.E., June, 1860.



The Fires
Just as Lytton has a long history as a settlement, however, it also has a long history 
of fire. 

• The Sept. 12, 1931 issue of the newspaper, the Journal contained the headline 
“Village Of Lytton Swept By Fire Thursday A.M.” In the early morning hours of 
Sept. 10, 1931, a fire started in a power-house attached to the Lytton Hotel.  The 
flames were not discovered until they were sweeping the lower section of the 
building. High winds fanned the flames, and several hotel guests had to jump 
from the building, as all other routes were cut off.

• On Jan. 29, 1938, a fire broke out at the historic Globe Hotel. As in 1931, strong 
winds fanned the flames, and the entire business district of Lytton was 
threatened. Firefighters — realizing they could not save the hotel —
concentrated their efforts on preventing the spread of the fire to nearby 
businesses.

• On June 16, 1949, the front page of the Journal featured the headline “Business 
Blocks At Lytton Burn”. This time a fire broke out in the BR Store at about 7 a.m. 
on June 13 and destroyed many of the businesses and houses on two downtown 
blocks.



Canada’s Hot Spot
June 30, 2021

“I’d rather be known as Canada’s hot spot for education, 
health care, quality of life than for having the hottest 
temperatures,” the mayor explained, adding there are 
concerns about older and more vulnerable people amid 
the heat.

• When it comes to being known nationally — and even 
internationally — as the place that saw the hottest 
temperature on record in Canada, Polderman says it’s not 
an honour.



BC Wildfire Photos taken over 2hrs and 16 minutes

June 30th 2021

An examination of the Lytton, British Columbia wildland-urban fire destruction
Summary Report to the British Columbia FireSmartTM Committee

Jack D. Cohen, PhD., Research Physical Scientist, Missoula, MT.

Alan Westhaver, M.Sc., ForestWise Environmental Consulting Ltd., Salmon Arm, B.C.



Fire Spread
1. Wildfire conditions were extreme… from a rapidly 
spreading surface fire burning through grass, forest litter 
and shrubs. This was abetted by short-distance ignition 
spotting from a profusion of embers.

2. Given the Lytton wildfire conditions of rapid fire 
spread along four different fronts … it was unrealistic to 
expect a successful initial wildfire suppression attack 
response.

9 . Total building destruction does not indicate a high 
intensity wildfire flame exposure … ignition resistance is 
the most effective approach for reducing community 
wildfire risk and preventing WU fire disasters.

An examination of the Lytton, British Columbia wildland-urban fire destruction
Summary Report to the British Columbia FireSmartTM Committee

Jack D. Cohen, PhD., Research Physical Scientist, Missoula, MT.

Alan Westhaver, M.Sc., ForestWise Environmental Consulting Ltd., Salmon Arm, B.C.



BCEMS

Mitigation Preparedness Response Recovery

4 Pillars of Emergency Management





• Impact Assessment - Immediate
• Transition - Months
• Rebuilding - Years

Three Phases of Recovery



Ron’s Initial Recovery Plan 
(Best Laid Plans of Mice and Men…)

Community Recovery Village Administration Recovery 



Village of Lytton



Village of Lytton Short Term Recovery Pan



Issue #1 
Assessment 
and Clean 
up

• Is it safe to let people enter the Village and sift 
through their home sites for belongings?

• Who determines whether people can return? (The 
Mayor, The Province, the EOC Director, the CAO) –
should this be in a hierarchal order?

• Initial clean-up will include ongoing testing, PPE’s, 
Phases (Debris Removal versus Soil remediation), 
Separation of material and specialized disposal.

• The insurance industry protested that the clean up 
process was taking too long and that a Heritage 
Permit had not been required before.

• The Red Cross/Province agreed to cover some of 
the resident’s costs as most homeowners were 
either underinsured or not insured.



Safe Work Consideration
5.1 General Asbestos 
Considerations
5.2 Designated Work Area 
Exposure Control
5.3 Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)
5.4 Air Monitoring and Sampling



Issue # 2 
Heritage 
Permits

Lytton was deemed to be an area of significant 
heritage values, by the Nlaka'pamux Nation Tribal 
Council. A Heritage Plan was developed to minimize 
disturbances remediation would have on the 
recognized burial grounds and ancient First Nations 
artifacts the Village was built on. 
• The Heritage Branch had never had to consider 

such a large-scale heritage permitting process.
• A phased process was developed that involved 

working with Nlaka'pamux Nation Tribal Council 
staff, the Heritage Branch, Michael Klassen, Ph.D., 
RPCA (Klahanee Heritage Research), and the 
recovery team. 

• Insurance companies protested that the clean-up 
process was too lengthy and had the added hurdle 
of a heritage review process. Red cross agreed to 
cover some costs as a large majority of residents 
either were underinsured or had no insurance. 



Monitoring and Screening



Issue # 3 –
Atmospheric 
River

No way to 
move debris



Issue #4 No 
Municipal Records

• No Bylaws
• Minutes
• Policies/Reports/Studies
• Financial Records
• Building/Engineering Drawings 



Issue # 5 Build Back Better
• Acting CAO (Leslie Groulx) set about recreating Bylaws, 

Policies, and Procedures to allow the Village Council to 
function.

• Building Bylaw 683, 2018 was adequate, however, Mayor 
and Council wanted a new building bylaw that contemplated 
district energy and a net zero energy (step code level 5) for 
all new homes.

• Based on the Fire Smart report, and a review by Institute for 
Catastrophic Event Reduction (ICLR), this new building bylaw 
would also include provisions to make the Village homes and 
businesses fire resistant.

• Tired and angry residents were concerned that new 
provisions were unnecessary and costly.

Mayor Jan Polderman, demonstrating a 
solar panel sidewalk.



Bylaw 
Registry
• 704 Bylaws on Provincial 

Registry

• Few were recovered.
• Province would consider a 

MEVA (MUNICIPALITIES 
ENABLING AND VALIDATING 
ACT)



Issue # 6 – There was no there there!
• Residents were displaced to Kamloops, Merritt, Ashcroft, 

Boston Bar, Chilliwack and other locations making 
communication to determine needs difficult. Given the age 
of many of the residents they did not have internet access. 
The telephone was the only way to reach them.

• Thirty-two homes survived in a neighbourhood across the 
highway from the Village site, leaving those residents 
isolated and without services. 

• There were no adequate locations for municipal services and 
all vehicles except a fire truck (ironically) were destroyed.

• A resiliency centre was set up in the school (one of the few 
buildings to survive) and was run by volunteers.

Chilliwack Progress July 13, 2021



Issue # 7 – Municipal Finances
• The fire destroyed all of the Village’s financial records as well as the backup 

records, housed on a server down the street from Village Hall.

• With no financial records Terry Hawes, acting CFO with MNP accounting, had to 
painstakingly use financial statements from Village bank accounts to recreate 
financial records. The process took months and was further complicated by a long 
history of staff turnover that included CFO’s and CAO’s. 

• The Village was now completely reliant on the Province for funding and every 
proposed expenditure had to be requested and approved by the Province. 



Issue # 8 - Infrastructure
Overall, the infrastructure was in acceptable condition (for a small village) with some 
exceptions:
• Of the three wells servicing the Village and First Nations homes only Well 2 will be 

operational following the remediation of the Village. Well 3 was under repair pre-fire and 
won't be available for months.

• The new intake and debris pond on Lytton creek, the main source to the Village, was 
damaged in the atmospheric river event. The UV Calibration had to be reconfigured and 
valve replacements undertaken. This infrastructure requires a level 2 operator but there 
is nowhere to live in the Village for operators to live.

• The existing system is not likely to have the fire flow velocity required by the building 
code to permit the construction of new homes, even if the system is repaired.



Implementing the 
Short-Term Recovery Plan



Issue #9 - Complexity

• Multiple jurisdictions (Village, Province, Canada, First 
Nations)

• Promises and salesmen.
• Current legislation and regulations that never 

contemplated this scenario. 
• BCEMS assumes a functioning Local government. (Slave 

Lake, Wood Buffalo and Merritt had functioning local 
governments with records and public works.)

• COVID, the Atmospheric river and the biggest snowfall in 
memory added to the layers of complexity. 



Lessons Learned
• Recovery sucks. People are traumatized, remediation and rebuilding 

will never happen fast enough or follow a process that matches 
expectations. The key is to focus more resources on building more 
resilient communities.

• People first, focus on the immediate needs of those who have been 
displaced.  It is often easier to focus on fixing infrastructure than on 
people's lives. You will be judged on how well you do both.

• Asset management and record keeping are crucial. Attempting to 
assess the damage with no records or as-builts adds time and money, 
you will not have either.

• The reality:  It’s hard to build back better when you don’t have the 
funds to build back period. (BC has 42 villages under 500 population)
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Thank You

Ron Mattiussi RPP MCIP
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