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Introducing the story

There is a story that during Sitting Bull’s sojourn in the Canadian north west, he gave a bearclaw necklace to Ellen Arabella Inkster and Henry McKay for a wedding present.

The story began with a family story, with many versions, and an artifact.  It contained tantalizing cross-cultural clues that intrigued us into further research. We hoped that the narrative linking the Lakota chief with English mixed-blood families would assist us in gaining more understanding of both cultures and their histories.  



Introducing the families 

The story first surfaced during Ruth Swan’s research into the English mixed-blood elites of Red River�.  This ethnic group, descendants for the most part of officers of the Hudson’s Bay Company and their native and mixed-blood wives, formed part of the elite of Red River and of the new province of Manitoba when it formed in 1871.  While collecting oral histories from descendants of the men who formed part of the early governments in Manitoba, Ms Swan was told of the bearclaw necklace, and that it was a gift from Sitting Bull to Ellen Arabella Inkster and had been collected by her uncle, Colin Inkster, sheriff of Red River.

As other family stories surfaced�, they linked the gift to Ellen’s marriage to Henry McKay, the son of another prominent fur trade family.  The McKay family had been involved in the Plains fur trade since the end of the eighteenth century, when John McKay, Henry’s great-grandfather, had served and died at Brandon House.�  Likewise, his grandfather John Richards McKay  and father, William McKay, had long service records with the Hudson’s Bay Company in the valley of the Assiniboine River.�  William McKay’s family became known as the “Little Bearskins” after William’s name  “Maak-guy-gan-naise”.  Isaac Cowie, in the index to The Company of Adventurers, refers to John Richards McKay as “widely known to Indians as Mac-quay-ah-ness -- Little Bear Skin;  post master, in charge of Fort Ellice for a generation.”�,�, �  William was also known as “Wahannah”�.  Others seem to apply the names to John Richards McKay and all his descendants.�  Zachary Hamilton declared that  “the members of the MacKay family [was] known and respected for three generations by every Indian tribe from the Qu’Appelle to the Athabasca, and named by them “Maqueyesness”.”�

Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�: Children of William McKay



Children�Birthdate�Spouse���Harriet�Dec. 31, 1847�William Edward Traill��Thomas�Jan. 4, 1849�Catherine McBeth��Catherine�Sept. 29, 1851�Lawrence Clarke��William�Sept. 17, 1852�Eliza Tate, Maria Rowland��George�May 25, 1854�Wilhelmina Anne McLean��Henry�June 25, 1856�Ellen Arabella Inkster��Angus�Dec. 28, 1858�Annie M.M. Fortescue��Gilbert�Sept. 28, 1860�Eleanor Brydon��James�July 12, 1862�Florence Annie Reid��Joseph�January 14, 1864�������



The Inkster family also had a long history in the area.  “John Inkster. . . born in the Orkneys in 1799. . . , came to Rupertsland in 1821 as a stone mason in the service of the Hudson’s Bay Company.” He soon “bought himself out of service and farmed on the west side of the river. Later he became a free trader and merchant, importing goods from England by way of Hudson Bay and American goods through St. Paul, Minnesota, by Red River cart.  He served as Justice of the Peace, Magistrate and Councillor of Assiniboia.”  “He married Mary Sinclair, whose father was also from the Orkneys and had come to Canada in 1805.  They had nine children.”�   Among the many children of John Inkster and Mary Sinclair were William, Ellen’s father; Colin, the Sheriff; and Ellen, Mrs. Archibald McDonald at Qu’Appelle.  Parenthetically,  Ellen Arabella Inkster and Henry McKay were second cousins, having William Sinclair and Nahovway as common great-grandparents.�    Parenthetically, the couple had three Cree great-grandmothers between them.
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Traces: the newspaper stories

Finding further traces of the story was, of course, more difficult.  I had earlier seen a trace of the story while researching the McKay family.  Henry’s brother, Angus, had written biographies of his renowned family in 1948 as part of a collection of stories documenting the history of Fort Pitt.  Henry’s biography concludes with:



	“Henry was a great friend of Sheriff Inkster  (Colin); and when  last I visited Winnipeg, he showed me a handsome necklace  made from grisley  [sic]  bear claws, which Henry had purchased  from Sitting Bull, the famous Sioux chief who had fought General Custer; and he had given the necklace to the sheriff.”  

We came across further references in the Denney Papers to the Bear Claw Necklace. The Denney Papers are a compiled collection of genealogical and family history materials on Red River and western Canadian families. The materials are compiled from Red River censuses, parish records of demographic events,  scrip applications and newspaper clippings. It exists in two forms, in two places.  The Glenbow Museum has the originals and microfilmed copies.  The Edmonton branch library of the Alberta Genealogical Society has photocopies of the documents bound in binders and indexes for the documents.  They take up one wall, floor to ceiling, in their offices. In the McKay portion of the microfilmed copies, there are two handwritten notes by Charles Denney under the title Henry McKay. 

One is a note on Henry’s deathdate as given by Mrs. Dorothy Weselak�e of Beausejour.  The other states: 



	Sam Steele was best man at the wedding of Henry McKay and Ellen Arabella Inkster.	Sitting Bull presented Ellen with a bear tooth necklace as a wedding present. 	This necklace was in the family for a long time; but by some misfortune it got into the hands of a more distant relative who took it to the USA, where it ultimately was deposited in a museum there.  Mrs. Dorothy (Lawrence) Weselake can’t recall where. She got her information from her aunt Mary Venables. 

						CDD 29/6/1980.”



 Also in the Denney Papers are newspaper clippings of stories by and about the family.  An article by a reporter for the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix (undated but before Henry’s death, therefore before 1926)  talked about the visit of Sitting Bull to Fort Qu’Appelle but did not mention either the necklace or the wedding.  It did state that Henry collected part of the ransom for turning Sitting Bull in. The article states:



When the American government offered $20,000 for the return of Sitting Bull, Mr. McKay made out the necessary papers and with another young trader named Jean Louis Legere, was instrumental in returning the outlaws to the American authorities.  According to Mr. McKay the last payment of the ransom money, $8,000, was made eight years ago.�

It is our feeling that this may refer to repayment of his expenses in caring for Sitting Bull and his people. Historians studying the Lakota are aware that Jean-Louis Légaré, who escorted them to  Fort Buford received payment of that sort.� 

It did make clear that Henry was seen as having influence over the Sioux.  It also mentioned the part he played in the signing of Treaty Four, on September 15, 1874.  The article is full of the rhetoric of the day, and it is impossible to differentiate between the reporter’s flourishes and Henry’s story.

	Another article in the collection is clearer and better documented.  Henry’s son, Valentine, apparently wrote many historic articles for Manitoba newspapers.  One titled “The Mckays in Saskatchewan” appeared in the Grand Rapids Star, Grand Rapids, Manitoba, on Wednesday, May 3, 1961.  It included details of both his mother’s and father’s families, background, education, etc  as well as some of the better-known family stories. Apparently, all of William McKay’s children were educated in Red River; the eight sons attending St. John’s. The Inkster children were likewise well educated. The story of the engagement and marriage of Ellen and Henry gave added detail that will be valuable in confirming the event.  Ellen was said to have been at Fort Qu’Appelle to visit her aunt Ellen, Mrs. Archibald McDonald.  Colonel Sam Steele was said to have been the best man at wedding.  The story includes this significant section:

	

	My father soon learned to converse in the Sioux tongue. Sitting Bull told him much of his life in the Northwestern States during those turbulent days.  He presented my mother with his necklace of Grizzly Bear Claws, a symbol of authority only reserved for chiefs of high rank.  My mother in turn gave this relic to her uncle, Sheriff Colin	 Inkster.  At present this can be seen on display in the Winnipeg Civic Auditorium Museum. 

Verifying 

Cursory examination of the HBCA records has shown that all the characters in the story were in place at approximately the right time.  Henry was employed as a clerk at Fort Qu’Appelle in 1881� when Ellen was reported to have gone there to visit her aunt Ellen, whose husband Archibald McDonald Jr, also third generation with the Hudson’s Bay Company� was Chief Factor at Qu’Appelle, over the Swan River District.�  W.J. McLean, whose daughter Nellie told her story (which includes a meeting with Sitting Bull) in a well-known Nor’Wester article, was Factor at Fort Ellice.� Sam Steele was in charge at the NWMP post across the river, and Sitting Bull and his people were at Qu’Appelle until they left to surrender.�  The actual surrender at Fort Buford was on July 19, 1881.�



Looking for meaning

Having established that the story, as improbable as it sounds, is probably true, one wonders what possible explanations there are for the gift, and for the donation of it to the Inkster collection.  From the McKay side of the story, a gift from Sitting Bull is not entirely impossible.  I discovered another incident of family involvement with Siouan peoples.

1862 events

I was very intrigued by a story in the father William’s biography as told by Angus.  It details how, in 1862, as the result of an explosion at Fort Ellice,  William and some of his sons (the details change, depending on which son tells the story) were forced to make a trip into the plains to search for the natives who hunted for the Fort.  During their search, “they came across the Sioux Indians who had committed the Minnesota Massacre in 1862.”  The story detailed how William arranged a Friendship Treaty between the Dakota and the Metis and Cree. As Angus told the story in a biography of his father:



	“When the Indians espied the party advancing, they mistook the party for the Americans following up their trail; and when my father’s party first caught sight // of them they were on the top of a high hill some distance away which they completely covered and mistook them for buffaloes, as they approached nearer however they discovered it was indians on horseback who came down the hill towards them and as they drew near the train of carts they split into two parties one going to the right and the other to the left of the cavalcade until they surrounded the train -- Then stopped to make inquiries as to who they might be and where they were journeying to?  Fortunately  there was a man named Tumma among them who spoke a little French and my father also spoke a little French.  These two being the interpreters they answered the questions asked.  Father told them that he was in search of a large party of Plains hunters to supply him with provisions for the maintenance of his post at Fort Ellice.  The Sioux chief said he knew where this camp of about 500 tents were located; and that if Father would assist him to make a treaty of friendship with this large camp of about 500 tents of Cree Indians and Metis;  he and his men would escort him to the camp.  Father promised that in return for being taken to the camp he would do his best to bring about the desired friendship treaty -- since he // had many friends in the camp -- So it was settled they would camp with the Sioux Indians that night and in the morning the escort would take them in charge -- where upon they all returned to the camp of the Indians and were told where to camp; just outside of the main encampment.  These Sioux Indians were the same who had committed the Minnesota Massacre in 1862; . . . and  then fled over into Canada.  That night Father called the two boys together and told them that since he could place no trust in these Indians who were running away from justice; to have their horses ready after dark and take some provisions, pemmican and dried meat and return to Fort Ellice on the way they had come.  The two boys however thinking there was some glamour and virtue in being scalped by the savages refused to go home; and persuaded him that they remain with him instead.  So that the next morning about thirty of the leading braves formed an escort to lead the way to the camp of the Metis, Whites, Cree and Saulteaux Indians and when after three or four days travel they reached a point not more than fifteen miles from the main // camp, Father told them he would go into the camp alone, and pave the way for their welcome and would send them a messenger when all was well for them to enter the camp;  Immediately after Father left them the Indians tethered their horses where food and water were plentiful and they washed themselves in the pond, then getting their cosmetics out; painted themselves in true heathenish styles with all colors of ochre and vermilion admiring their artistic art with hand mirrors. . . . . -- So that when the messenger arrived to inform them to come into the camp, they all started together with the picturesque group of Indians in the van as escort and upon reaching the border of the camp:  the Sioux Indians fired a salvo of greeting; and was answered by a salvo of welcome by the Metis and Crees and were escorted into the camp where they were made welcome and smoked the Peace- // Pipe amid feasting and expressions of welcome:  The next day the Sioux Indians were invited to the Council Chamber where the Friendship treaty between the two parties were discussed and agreed upon:  And so the treaty was signed by those participating, and designating their names by his mark thus X. -- It is claimed that this treaty contracted in 1862 has never been abrocated and that these Sioux Indians still live in peace and friendship with the Metis and Cree Indians of Canada.  Having completed their treaty the Sioux now returned to their camp, which also consisted of about 500 tents more or less.  Father also brought provisions enough to load up his 11 carts and returned to Fort Ellice.”     � 

The story appeared again, in considerably more detail, in the autobiography of Henry and Angus’ brother Archdeacon George McKay.�  From his account, it is possible to identify which band of Dakota they encountered, and to tentatively identify some of the principles. Speaking as a participant, he styled the expedition as a buffalo hunt (possibly for reasons of narrative) and placed the first encounter at “about fifty miles from Fort Union, which is situated on the banks of the Missouri river.”�  His account differs from that of his brother in other ways as well.  He numbered the Sioux as 3000 men or a thousand teepees.� He stated that they were taken prisoner and held in the centre of the camp.� He had a Sioux representative addressing them in “excellent English.” and depicted the Sioux as already in full warpaint.�  

He also named men, which his brother did not.  He named Chief Little Six as principle chief,� and named Chief Ta-tan-ga-na-ze, Standing Buffalo, as leader of  the other group of Indians, who he declared were Assiniboines.� He named Chief A-Moo as another old Assinboine,� whose story-telling aroused “Wa-pa-ska, a fiery young Sioux”.�  A dancer who he called “Plenty Grass, Pa-ze-oota” of the O-ga-la-la tribe of the Sioux nation”� gave the official response.

Among the many other ethnographic details he inserted into the story, he included the story of a proposal by Little Six of adoption, a son exchange, between Little Six and William McKay with himself as one of the proposed exchangees.  He ended the episode with his own refusal to cooperate.�

He did state, quite unequivocally, that the memory of that pow-wow stood out in his memory “for several reasons.  It was an important historical event for one thing, for as a result of my father’s tactful management, these two large enemy tribes were brought together in peace, and the tomahawk buried forever.”�

It is difficult, but not impossible, to reconcile the two accounts.  There are other commonalities that help the comprehension.  Both accounts were written some eighty years after the events, by very old individuals, remembering something from their childhoods.  Angus was 4 years old when the events took place and no doubt is retelling the family version of a story that he must have heard often as a child.  George was just 9 years old, but was actually an eye-witness to the events, and his account has many more details.  That he seems to have gotten some of the names confused can be attributed to several factors:  a child’s memory for individuals without a firm grasp on relationships, an old man’s confusion, or his many years out of direct contact with the fur trade society.  That he got them a bit mixed up can be shown by reference to the history of the Dakota in Canada, as given by Elias.�

1862 documented

The easiest way to check these names against those found in Elias is to use the Glossary of Dakota names that he presents on pg. xi in the preface.  [Overhead]

Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3�: Comparing Elias amd G. McKay

LIST FROM  ELIAS�LIST FROM  GEORGE MCKAY��Choati  The Crow���Dowaneya  The Singer���Inkpaduta  Red Point���Istak’pa   Sleepy Eye���Mahpiyahdinape  Enoch���Shak’pay   The Six�Chief Little Six��Tatankanaje  Standing Buffalo�Ta-tan-ga-na-ze  Standing Buffalo��Taninyahdinazin  Young Chief���Wakanozhan   Medicine Bottle���Wamhdiska   White Eagle���Wapahaska  White Cap�Wa-pa-ska��

Elias also includes other materials which would seem to verify the family story.  The most direct statement is found in a paragraph on pg. 29:



In the summer of 1874, Tatankanaje the Younger and Wapahaska told Lieutenant Governor Alexander Morris that the elder Tatankanaje had made an enduring peace with the Cree of the prairie.  This peace must have been struck before 1866, since the elder chief died that year leading his last war party.� 

In other places Elias traces the movements of Tatankanaje’s and Wapaska’s bands to the vicinity of Fort Ellice� and a continuing association of the Dakota with that post.�

Other sources also mention the incident. Zachary Hamilton demonstrates an extensive knowledge of the family in his book These Are the Prairies, and characterizes William as “the best example of a furtrader and Indian administrator that the West have ever produced.”�  In a letter to Angus McKay,� he mentions the treaty forged by William between the Cree and the Sioux. Dated July 12th, 1943, the letter requested dates for the eldest son, Thomas McKay’s encounter with Standing Buffalo’s band close to Fort Ellice at some time after a peace agreement had been made with William “who represented the HBC,”  and a peace treaty between the Sioux and the Cree that the second youngest son, Hon. James McKay remembered from his youth (an improbable scenario as he was born in 1862).�  James seemed to be remembering family stories, or perhaps Hamilton was confused. 

W.E.Traill, son of Catherine Parr Traill and married to William’s eldest child Harriet, mentions a visit by the Sioux in a letter to his mother dated “Fort Ellice; 22 July 1865”:



We had a visit ourselves at the fort from a large band of Sioux  they pitched 160 tents outside our walls but formidable as was their number they showed no disposition to molest us.  “Standing Buffalo” their Chief is a splendid looking fellow he presented Mr. M. With a beautifully ornamented pipe of peace and invited us to a smoke in his lodge. . . . The Standing Buffalo had a headdress of feathers black and white.  The black he said were for the Indians he had scalped in war and the white for the Longknives as they call the Yankees.�

In a letter to his sister dated “Ft. Ellice, 17 August 1865,” he again commented:



I do not know whether I told Mamma that we had a visit from the Sioux this spring 160 tents made their way here  but did not stay long.  They are fine looking Indians & though the most blood thirsty of any tribe living they behaved very well.  I trade with them in the store myself whilst Mr McKay smoked with the Chief Standing Buffaloe of whom you have before heard.  He is a fine looking fellow & has great command over his men.  . . . The Standing Buffo gave Mr McKay his pipe stem which is a very pretty one dressed up with Beads & quils & feathers.  They told us that the crow feathers were for the Indians they had scalped & the Swan feathers were for the Long Knives or Yankees.�

   In what appears to be an article or essay titled “So the Poor Indian,” he reminisces about William. First, as to his reputation:



The first lesson I got in Indian trade was from my late Father in law William McKay Chief Trader who was acknowledged by all to be the most influencial trader in the West.  The first three years of my apprenticeship were spent under him.

After repeating at some length William’s “first principles of success in Indian trade,”  he remarks that 



Mr. McKay carried out all those precepts in his own intercourse with the natives.  He was scrupulously truthful to them (as he was to all men) was patient with them even under the greatest provocation, and as for fear I do not think he knew what it meant.  I cannot recall his ever raising his voice in argument,�

From all that, it would appear that William had a reputation for fairness and an expertise with natives.  Therefore, it would not be surprising for Sitting Bull to attempt to form a relationship with the family. 

That William’s reputation and ideal of caring for natives was extended to the entire family can be exemplified by the existence of letters from William Charles McKay (William’s nephew) writing from Prince Albert, to Mr. Jules Standing Buffalo in Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan, dated April 24th, 1928, in which he continued the family tradition of advocating for the Sioux.  In the letter, he requested information needed to try to get money owed by the American government to the Sioux in Canada.  
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Willie Charles Mckay’s Ancestors
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�John Richards McKay = Harriet Ballendine				William Mckay=Julie Chalifoux
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William McKay		Harriet McKay		=                   John Dougall McKay

��= Mary Cook

�					Willie Charles McKay

	Henry



In it, he declared: 



 “I can remember the Sioux Indians cumming to Portage La Prairie in // 1862 and I also Remember the then young Cheaf Standing Buffalo // who I suppose was your Father of course I was only a very young // boy then but I can recall it all and I have had a great deal to do // with the Sioux Indians since  In fact all my long life my Father was in the Hudsons Bay Company store at Portage La Prairie Man // for years and was known by the Sioux Indians as Esta toto or // Blu Eyes  he was John Dugald McKay  and I am his second Son  my // Mother was Harriet McKay a daughter of the old Baer skin[ this must be John Richards McKay] and she // was a sister of Wahana [William] of Fort Eles up to 1873.”�



Conclusion

Having established that the story, as improbable as it sounds, is probably true, one wonders what possible explanations there are for the gift, and for the donation of it to the Inkster collection.  From the McKay side of the story, a gift from Sitting Bull is not all that improbable, in a family where the father negotiated the Dakota friendship treaty of 1862, and members of the family were involved in the numbered treaties across the prairies.  Henry is recognized in one newspaper article as the last remaining signee of Treaty Four.  His brother Angus appears in a photo taken at the time of the signing of Treaty Six and a painting commemorates the actions of their brother William during the Saskatchewan Rebellion, when he stood between Poundmaker and his men and Crozier and his troops, pleading with Poundmaker to lay down his arms.�

The family appears to have a history of forging alliances between groups, illustrating the position of traders as peacemakers for their own reasons.  Their business, “the trade,” was paramount, and three generations of employment with the “Company” (the Hudson’s Bay Company) seemed to have created an ethos, a set of customs which included fair dealing and peace keeping.�  

As to the other question, why donate the artifact to Colin Inkster’s collection?  The answer, from the McKay side, is not as visible but there is a possible answer.  Of all the families I have studied, this family seems to have done the most, in a very self-conscious manner, to preserve their own history. I have been playing with the idea that the necklace was given to Colin Inkster, as someone who had a collection of artifacts, as illustrative of the Mckay tactic of using the structures of the dominant society as agents for self-preservation. 
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