7
MLC

2/28/02

The McKay Tree: An Artifact of History as Genealogy


The family of John McKay (who was master at Brandon House for the HBC at his death in 1810) and Mary Favell (daughter of John Favell) and the stories of their descendants in the service of the Hudson’s Bay Company represent one of the best documented family histories of the fur trade West.  Besides the Dictionary of Canadian Biography articles on John McKay and his eldest son, John Richards McKay, both by T.R. McCloy,  there were also published “Clan McKay in the West,” by William Bleasdell Cameron, which appeared in the 1944 Beaver; “The Colorful McKay clan” a somewhat inaccurate newspaper article by J. R. Bothwell, which appeared in the Regina paper 16 November 1953; and dozens of articles on noteworthy individuals.  Among them, there appeared an article titled “Charles D. McKay & his Famous Family Tree,” by Victor Carl Friesen, which was published in Canadian Frontier, Winter, 1972, (pp. 13-17).  


That article introduced an artifact that may help explain the resilience of the McKay family, and their ability to maintain a strong sense of family identity in the face of ethno-centric pressures from the dominant society to deny their English mixed-blood background.  The artifact is the McKay family tree --- “a beautiful bit of craftsmanship,  India-ink work on a two by three foot piece of linen.”( Friesen, 13). The dimensions of  the tree itself are 85 cm. by 50 cm. Charles McKay told me the story of its creation and preservation in the summer of 1978, shortly before his death at 91.  He had kept it for about the last forty years.   [photo of Charles McKay] 

      
Charles McKay (son of Willie Charles, son of Harriet, daughter of John Richards, son of John) was living in a retirement apartment in Prince Albert when I interviewed him. A farmer throughout his life, he had served that community’s rural municipality as councillor and reeve, (Friesen, 13), but he introduced himself to me by stating that we knew of course that his cousin, Willie Charles, son of Gentleman Joe, had married a Bray, so the family ties were close between us.  Having established our ties, he then introduced the tree as being that of the descendants of John Richards McKay (referred to as J. R. from here on), and that his grandmother, John Richards’ daughter Harriet had married a cousin of John Richards, John Dougal McKay (Donald’s [grand]son).  The original tree was done on linen in 1884 by Alex Stewart, also known as “Little Fellow”, who was an implement agent in Prince Albert.  Alex Stewart was asked to do it by Harriet and John Dougal McKay.   He began work in 1882, and finished it in 1884.  


Willie Charles bought out his mother’s estate, including the “tree”, in 1907.   His son Charles [telling the story] does not remember having seen it as a youngster, but his youngest brothers remembered their grandmother bringing it out to show them.  James McKay, [son of William, son of J.R.], who was a lawyer in Prince Albert, elected to Ottawa, and then made a judge and moved to Regina, got it at some point. While he had it, it was copied and copies were sent to at least some of those on the tree.  Jemima Henrietta Gertrude [Bray] Erickson [daughter of Jemima, daughter of Edward, son of J.R.] got a copy. Her daughter, Bertha [Halstead] Clarke, remembers this as happening in 1940.   One copy ended up at the Glenbow Museum.


Charles’ sister [Nellie/ Eliza Harriet] got it back in 1949.  It was stained and faded.  Charlie asked Lillian McKay to retrace it for him.  His brother said it would cost a fortune, but she did not charge a thing. She was being married and moving to Montreal, so she did not retrace the whole work.  Some names were misspelled and some things omitted.  The original writing is still visible in those areas.


Charles’ daughter Del Stephen added to the story.


Harriet [daughter of John Richards McKay] and John Dougal [grandson of Donald McKay] had a family of 12. Their son Willie Charles and his wife Mary had a family of 11.  Mary died November 1904.  The eldest daughter of their family, Annette Mabel, died January 1905, making Nellie, the next child, the eldest living child.  Her father, Willie Charles, lived with her family until his death, 29 Jan. 1932, and Nellie got most of his possessions.  So the “tree,” this archival document, had passed from Harriet and John Dougal’s hands to Willie Charles’ hands, to Nellie’s hands.


Del remembered when her father first brought it ‘out to the farm’.  It was folded up in a business envelope.  Her mother asked what it was, and he, Charlie,  said Nellie (his aunt) had given it to him, telling him to take care of it, that it might be valuable someday.  Del and her husband realized it was important and deserved care, so they helped him put it into the tube with the extra wrappings.  When I saw it in 1978, it was stored in a cardboard tube, and layered with tissue paper and plastic. 


When Del inherited it after her father’s death, within a year or so after I visited him, she took it to the Glenbow.  They did not want it, and said they already had a good copy. They suggested that it not be photographed, and kept from exposure to light.  The Stephens took it home and left it as it was.   It has been safely kept in their home in northwest Calgary ever since. 


Thus, the McKay tree, the artifact, would appear to be fulfilling the function for which it was designed:  to preserve a knowledge of a fine old fur trade family.  Other members of the family have added to the body of works on the family.  Colin McKay [son of William, son of John Richards, son of John McKay] wrote a series of biographies of family members as part of his work for the Saskatchewan Historical Society. T.R. Pat McCloy, [grandson of William Edward Traill and Harriet McKay, daughter of William, son of John Richards, son of John] worked on the family genealogy for most of his later life, and collected information on nearly all of the descendants of John McKay.  His collections were willed to the Glenbow Archives.  Visits to family members, of whatever branch, usually result in a trip through the family scrapbook.  The McKay family seems to have worked, with some deliberateness, at keeping the family history alive.


Sociologist Michael Erben argued that genealogies have purpose. “A genealogy provides not only existence but also a meaning which can be placed on it.  This activity then is one of the practices by which a social group can establish its intellectual parameters” (Erben, “Genealogy and Sociology”  Sociology vol. 25, no.2, 277)  Is it possible to see the tree as an artifact of the McKay family’s determination to retain an identity?  I would argue that it is, and that the way it is used reveals that determination.  Perhaps an anecdote can best illustrate.


In July of 1990, I was living in Edmonton, and a cousin also living there passed me an advertisement from a community newspaper, suggesting that I check into it.  The little ad was for the 46th Annual McKay Reunion to be held outside of Warburg, a small town south of the city.  I phoned the number advertised and found myself talking to Roy McKay.  A conversation followed.  


I asked about the reunion and if it was for the same Mckay family that I was descended from.  Roy identified the McKay family as “the old fur trade family” and identified the branch by naming their common ancestor, Edmund, son of Alexander.  At that point, I was thinking of Alexander McKay, one of the North West Company partners, and not an ancestor of mine.  I decided to make sure of the identification, so I asked if he could tell me more about the earlier generations so I could better identify which fur trade family they were from.  To assist him, I identified myself as a descendant of John and John Richards McKay.  At that, Roy paused, and then replied that Edmund’s father Alexander was son of Edward, son of John Richards, and asked if that was the same one.


At that point I got excited!  I assured him that it was indeed that same one, and better than that, the Edward was my grandmother’s grandfather.  Then it was Roy’s turn to get curious.  “Now, who did you say you were?”  


When I had identified myself through my great-grandmother (Jemima McKay Bray), grandmother (Jemima Henrietta Gertrude Bray Halstead) and mother (Bertha Halstead),  Roy invited me out to the reunion, hinting that there might be someone there who had know Granny when she was young.  He then gave me directions to his farm.


I went to the Reunion and met some of my grandmother’s nephews, the same age as she would have been, were she alive, who remembered her as a giddy young girl.  The seniors there also told me of the links between the branchs.  It seemed that Jemima and  N.W.M.P. Sergeant Major John Bray had helped raise Edmund, and that he had named one of his children for the family.


While my brother Charlie, his wife Donna and I enjoyed the party, complete with fiddle music, I pondered the question of ethnicity.  The members of this twig of the family tree were descendants of a marriage between an English mixed-blood and a Metis, but what did they consider themselves?  It seemed that their strongest identity was to the family rather than to an ethnic identity.  


Other historians of the English mixed-bloods have noticed in them a similar reluctance to be pigeon-holed, to be named. (Swan, “The Native English Elite,” presented at the Rupert’s Land Research Centre Conference, Churchill, Manitoba,1988 and less explicitly, Geller, 1994).  There is evidence of a group identity, in that members of the groups recognize other members, but the maintenance of that group seems to be by preservation of the family links and ties. 


In the same way that Maori oral histories, which “establish meaning for events and to validate family claims to power and knowledge” and the Gitksan adaawak,  which are sacred reminiscences about ancestors, histories, and territories  (Cruikshank, “Oral Tradition  and Oral History: Reviewing Some Issues,” C.H.R., LXXV, 3, 1994, 410, 412), serve the purpose of maintenance of heritage,  the McKay family tree artifact is the physical expression of a strategy for maintenance of identity and retention of history.  


The creation of the artifact during the waning of the power of the fur trade society and thus its elite, speaks to the determination of the clan that their position not be lost or forgotten.  As David William Cohen said in reference to Ugandan clans who used the recording of oral histories to consolidate their power, “those testimonies that were written down came to be accorded considerable status and gradually assumed the character of official history” (Cruikshank, 411).  The Clan McKay, by virtue of their education, verbosity, position, etc., were able to preserve a knowledge of themselves as critical factors in the history of the early Canadian west.  It is perhaps time to take a less ingenuous look at such family histories.
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Synopsis

The McKay Tree is the story of the creation and preservation of a document that supports a two hundred year old  English mixed-blood family structure.  In this day when many Metis are retracing and reclaiming their family history and ethnicity, it is reassuring, although unusual, to find such a well documented clan. The McKay clan can trace its history in the west back to John McKay, the founding father who died in Brandon in 1810.  The suggestion is made that it is time to look at what the meaning is behind such well-preserved historical documents.
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