
Kostash Brick 93

 Who Was Eliza McLean?

I first met Eliza McLean in the mass market Canadian paperback, The Frog Lake 
"Massacre”: Personal Perspectives on Ethnic Conflict.  It was published in 1976 and has
long been out of print, but I found it wedged between larger, cloth-bound volumes about 
the history of Canada’s north-west on a shelf of the University of Alberta library. The 
“Massacre” at Frog Lake, of nine unarmed civilians at the hands of Cree warriors, took 
place on Holy Thursday, April 2, 1885, in the little settlement whose vestiges now 
border Frog Lake First Nation in north-east Alberta. At the time, it bordered on a reserve
of Woodland Cree with whom the people of Plains Cree Chief Big Bear had made 
camp.  

Eliza McLean’s narrative, in three parts, picks up the story after the killings. She and her
siblings and other residents of HBC Fort Pitt are deputized, by their father, William, the 
Hudson’s Bay Company factor, to bear arms as the Fort, downriver on the North 
Saskatchewan, in turn comes under siege. The besieging Cree were under the 
leadership of their war chief, Wandering Spirit, a celebrated buffalo hunter and man of 
many coups.  A much-reproduced illustration in the Montreal Daily Star announced, 
“Noble women on the defensive: the Misses McLean show great courage, each one rifle
in hand, stands at a loophole.” This is April 15, and they are waiting for the coming 
assault. Eliza is sixteen-years-old, she’s in skirts, and she knows what to do with a rifle.

The Illustrated London News published a contemporary illustration of the assault from 
the point of view of the attackers, an unruly group of red-skinned Cree in breeches and 
feathered head gear who crouch among bushes and shoot at the tidy little palisaded fort
below on the bank of the North Saskatchewan. It looks ominous, but Eliza will write that 
there was neither wall nor stockade protecting them and that it was the Fort’s cattle the 
warriors were after, because they were hungry.

Eliza has ridden horse on a hunt around the Fort. She speaks Cree and Saulteaux. I will
find a picture of her, no date, standing in knee-high grasses, in skirts and her hair in a 
long braid, rifle dangling from her hand, at the ruins of Fort Ellice on the Carlton trail. 
She is turned three-quarters away from the camera, presenting a very sweet profile, 
which is not how I think of her. 

In the end, Wandering Spirit does forcibly take the Fort’s residents into his camp at Frog
Lake, where they join up with the survivors and the widows of Frog Lake. History will 
record them as “hostages,” but by William McLean’s own account he and his entire 
family agree to enter the camp in exchange for Wandering Spirit’s release of the handful
of NWMP stationed at Fort Pitt (under the feckless command of Francis Dickens, also 
known as “Chickenstalker” by his father, Charles). 

From this point on, I see Wandering Spirit as Eliza sees him over the two months she is 
in his camp, an inspiring figure of courage, fortitude and virility whose bellicosity 
eventually yields to moroseness, regret and surrender. I follow in the wake of her 
complicated feelings about him, from fright to admiration, from empathy to compassion 
to kinship.  She astonishes me by the richness of her self-awareness, not to mention 
her girl’s capacity for tenderness toward an adult male “other,” of whom she would have
been expected to be terrified. 
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But here also is where I begin my fabulism about their relationship: between her lines I 
read an erotic subtext that she may have been wholly unconscious of. Eliza McLean is 
falling in love with this doomed warrior. In conjecturing this, I project myself onto her into
the irrecoverable past where I give myself – a mere three generations into a genealogy 
in the Canadian parkland - a pre-history. Eliza McLean, c’est moi. 

(Writer Susan Crean: “Depersonalization of history is one way to forget it.” i)

Eliza writes of Wandering Spirit’s “wonderful,” “transfixing” large black eyes and the “jet 
black hair” that hung in waves down his back. She writes a virtual “girl’s own” adventure 
story as she trudges along with him and the rest of the Cree in flight from the Canadian 
militia, willingly sharing their privations even as other hostages melt away in the bush 
and rush to freedom among the Redcoats, as though she were clinging not just to her 
“captor” but to his vision as well. Her observations are vivid, acute, full of sympathy, led 
by her parents’ sentiments, especially her mother’s. It is to Helen McLean (née Murray),
the mixed-blood daughter of the northern fur trade, that Wandering Spirit confesses his 
spiritual agitation at the McLean campfire, tea in the kettle: “What would your God do to 
a man who had done what I did?” he asks this Catholic mother. “She found it difficult to 
answer him,” Eliza wrote, “but when he persisted she told him that it said in the Great 
Book that man would be punished for his sins. We began to notice that his hair was 
turning gray very fast.”

In William Cameron’s iconic Blood Red the Sun (a survivor of the massacre, he went on
to be a journalist and author), there is very little mention of the McLeans and only once 
does Eliza mention Cameron. But Cameron, for all his wariness of the war chief with the
long hunting-knife and the “black scowl” on his face,  shares her admiration of the 
physical audacity of the war chief, who he observes preparing for action at the Battle of 
Frenchman Butte, facing off against an advancing militia. “Wandering Spirit appeared 
riding the tall grey mare, her sides streaked with paint, eagle plumes floating from her 
tail and foretop. Naked except for his breechclout and moccasins, his curling black hair 
tossing in the wind, his strange eyes flashing, at a mad gallop he circled the camp, 
shouting the long war-cry of the Crees. He was belted with cartridges; across his chest 
like the sash of some military order hung a second band. He carried the Winchester 
without which he never left his lodge.” I imagine Eliza, as she crouches in a rifle pit for 
protection, in the bush back from the edge of the Butte, peeking through the flour sacks 
piled up around the pit, excited, and watching him too, his hair, his horse, his naked 
body. 

Eliza and her family are with Wandering Spirit to the bitter end. North of Frenchman 
Butte near Loon Lake, after several days of exhausting travel through dense bush, wet, 
hungry and miserable, with Sam Steele’s Scouts hot on their heels, the war chief 
releases them from his woebegone camp, to make their way back along the trail of tears
they had just shared with the Cree, back to Fort Pitt and the saviour soldiers.

And here Eliza’s narrative abruptly changes “voice.” She is now exultant about being 
“freed,” about being “serenaded from the river bank” by the soldiers, given new clothes 
and a meal, and put on a steamer to go downstream to Prince Albert, “where we 
resumed our normal way of living.” The journalists who had congregated for this scene 
quote her older sister, Amelia that, “on the whole,” the family looked back on their 
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months with the Cree “with enjoyment.” But in Eliza’s published narrative, she titles this 
“Our Captivity Ended.” And concludes the narrative in a hurry: “My father was sent to 
Fort Alexander at the mouth of the Winnipeg River. Then all through the nineties we 
lived at Lower Fort Garry. It was from there that he retired from the service of the 
[Hudson’s Bay] Company in 1898.” And there is nothing more.

Why would she so readily assume the point of view of the White antagonists who were 
bent on destroying Wandering Spirit, as though she had switched allegiance as soon as
she was among them again?  Why does Eliza insist that she had been in “captivity” when her
own sister reported a certain “enjoyment” of the experience? And, most perplexing of all, why 
has she nothing to say about the fate of Wandering Spirit who, over the next five months, would 
surrender, attempt suicide, be imprisoned, shorn, shackled, tried, convicted, and hanged, together
with seven other warriors? Where is her sympathy, her powers of observation, her candid 
partisanship, even perhaps her erotic mania, when he is carried on a pallet into the courtroom at 
Fort Battleford and says nothing in his own defense? The event was sensational – there were 
scores of witnesses - and she would have read of it. But she is free, and silent. Wandering Spirit 
is later buried in an unmarked mass grave and Eliza McLean disappears from history at the age 
of sixteen.

Now I become intent on finding traces of her after 1885. There is a family portrait – the 
children, twelve of them, but not the parents – taken a decade later, in 1895 in Fort 
Garry. Eliza sits in the middle row wearing a dress with a bodice so stiff with embroidery
she may have stopped breathing. With her siblings male and female she shares the 
long nose, the kinky hair, the contemplative gaze. What is she thinking? Nothing more 
is ever going to happen to me?

After this,  nothing, until I try to find her through the original publication of her Narrative. 
From the bibliographical notes in the 1976 anthology, The Frog Lake "Massacre”, I learn
that her account had first been published in three installments in The Beaver, the house 
organ of the Hudson’s Bay Company, in 1946 and 1947. If she were still alive, she 
would have been seventy-seven. The Hudson’s Bay Company Archives have digitized 
some but not all back issues of The Beaver and so I periodically search for the three 
issues on online used books sites until, bingo! I reach a bookseller in Victoria, BC, who 
has the second and third issues with Eliza’s chapters, “Prisoners of the Indians” and 
“Our Captivity Ended.” They are priced about twenty dollars each and I buy them on the 
spot. Surely, I think, the magazine’s editor will have something to say about the writer 
and how the pieces came to be written and published.

About the writer, Miss Elizabeth McLean, I learn two things: clearly, she never married; 
and that late in 1946 she passed away before she could see the last installment of her 
memoirs published. About the provenance of the memoir I learn that, as published, it is 
“as told to Miss Constance James.”

Who?

No amount of combinations of Constance+James+Beaver+writer+Winnipeg, produces a
result on Google. But now I’m wary of Miss James anyway: is it her editorial intervention
that truncated Eliza’s account and put “prisoners” and “captivity” into the titles? In other 
words, have she and her editor “cleaned-up” Eliza’s oral version of events? Is it possible
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that Eliza never actually wrote a word of her memoir? that it is the voice of Constance 
James we hear as we read it? But this seems unbelievable, the voice of her narrative as
if present at the events described. I am distressed to think that Eliza’s story in her own 
voice may have been erased, expunged, from the historical record. Furthermore, has 
James got there before me, inserting the erotic undertones into Eliza’s account of her 
relationship with Wandering Spirit? But I am also intrigued to think that the two women 
are in a sort of collaboration, into which I boldly invite myself, with Eliza leaving little bits 
of confided crumbs for her interlocutor to follow, and enhance. When was it “told to” 
Miss James? Was it told by the septuagenarian Elizabeth who somehow was still able 
to “channel” her sixteen-year-old self in fully-articulated sentences? or had Eliza already
produced a written account straight from her young girl’s heart and only disclosed sixty 
years later as an oral narrative to Miss James, who then revised it for her own reasons?
Did Miss Eliza McLean ever get the chance to read the first two chapters, and, if so, did 
she make a fuss, an objection: That isn’t what I said! Or even better: That’s not how it 
ends!

Now I am in full pursuit.

Of the intervening fifty-some years between the last identified photograph of her in 1895
in Fort Garry and her appearance in The Beaver, I find nothing certain. Is she the Miss 
Elizabeth McLean listed among “teachers at Berry Hill School through the years” on the 
website of the Manitoba Historical Society? She does not show up in a Search of the 
Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online. Her older sister, Amelia, merits her own link 
from her father’s biography in the Dictionary because, as Amelia Paget, she wrote a 
small book (recently re-issued) on the culture of the Plains Cree; but Elizabeth is 
mentioned only as among William McLean’s children. And so it goes until a friend who 
works in the Archives of the HBC sends me a photocopy of Elizabeth McLean’s obituary
published in the Winnipeg Tribune, 11 April, 1947. This is it in its entirety:

“Elizabeth McLean Death Ends Link With Pioneer Days. Elizabeth McLean, formerly of 
Ste. 8 St. Elmo apts, who died Saturday at the age of 78, was a pioneer of Western 
Canada. Born at Fort Liard, Northwest Territories, in 1869, she knew the experience of 
living in lonely trading posts on the prairies. Miss McLean was sent with her sisters to 
Winnipeg to receive schooling at St. John’s Ladies’ College, but she soon returned to 
live with her family on the prairies. In 1885, when her father was stationed at Fort Pitt, 
the Indians rose in the second Riel Rebellion. The family was forced to surrender and 
became the prisoners of Chief Big Bear and his tribe. The family was kept captive and 
near starvation for two months. In 1892, Miss McLean came with her family to 
Winnipeg. She gave up a musical career to continue to keep the home after her mother 
died. She was one of the workers who established the First Church of Christ, Scientist 
in the city. She was elected a reader in 1907.”

Note the (re)circulation of stereotypes and prejudices about the nature of Eliza’s 
experience in Big Bear’s and Wandering Spirit’s camp sixty-two years after the events. 
Despite their own testimony to the contrary (as eventually gathered together in The 
Frog Lake "Massacre”: Personal Perspectives on Ethnic Conflict), the McLean family is 
assumed to have been “captives,” “prisoners” “kept” in near starvation by the rebellious 
Cree. (In fact, they shared the Crees’ own destitution.) Very similarly, the published 
narratives, Two Months in the Camp of Big Bear, by two other former hostages, the two 
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Theresas, Gowanlock and Delaney, widowed at Frog Lake, blatantly contradict their 
testimony at rescue. By their initial testimony after their escape, they were grateful for 
the protection of Métis families in the Cree camp, especially that of John Pritchard, “in 
my estimation the type of God’s noblest creatures,” according to Delaney. They had 
become part of the community of Aboriginal women, making bannock and crocheting 
baby clothes. They were well-fed and always rode beside the trudging band. Yet 
Gowanlock concludes with the cry, “Oh! what we suffered, Oh! what we endured, during
those two long months as captives among a horde of semi-barbarians.”

Admittedly, the women’s husbands had been brutally killed in front of them– “he put out 
his arms for me and fell” and “I bent down and raised his head upon my lap”– and the 
trauma was unstanched. Nevertheless, as historian Sarah Carter argues, their 
published accounts conformed neatly “to the expectations of the nineteenth century 
Indian captivity narrative,” in which virtuous white women are imperilled by brutal 
savages, only to be rescued in the nick of time by white heroes and returned “to the 
sacred precincts of the paternal hearth.” The media had been in a frenzy of indignation 
over their imagined rape, murder and dismemberment, P. G. Laurie, editor of the 
Saskatchewan Herald even insisting that they must have suffered “indignities.” Neither 
woman had a word to say about their erstwhile captors delivered to the courts and the 
scaffold. 

Perhaps they had Sarah Wakefield’s fate in mind. A hostage for 
several weeks during the Dakota Wars of 1862 in Minnesota, 
Wakefield campaigned in vain to save the Dakota man, Chaska, 
from the gallows, when the inevitable retribution of the U.S. Army 
came. Chaksa had kept her and her children in his family’s tent (in 
effect under his protection) and so, in her book, Six Weeks in the 
Sioux Tepees, published in 1863, she spoke as a white woman 
against the fury of public opinion toward the Dakota “savages.” “If it 
had not been for Chaska, my bones would now be bleaching on that
prairie, and my children with [Dakota chief] Little Crow.” He 
respected her dignity – “very few Indians, or even white men [italics 
in original] would have treated me in the manner he did” – and 
promised “he would give me up as he took me,” and was as good 
as his word. But rumours spread that she and Chaska had been 
lovers, that Chaska was Wakefield’s “dusky paramour.” She had 
vigorously defended both of them - “I loved not the man but his 
kindly acts” – but he hanged nevertheless.  Perhaps Constance 
James and even Eliza McLean herself knew this story and were 
reticent to say anything more about Wandering Spirit after the 
McLeans’ safe return to Fort Pitt.

Oh, I’ve seen their looks, how thrilled they are by the very idea that I was helpless in his
clutches.  Maybe it’s just for the thrill of the idea that I, Elizabeth
McLean, was so nearly violated - or maybe I was! - by that “copper
heathen” Wandering Spirit…Who cares what happens next?

History does.
History.  I hate history. It always has the last word.
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Eliza’s obituary gives only fragments of a life story. Of greatest interest to posterity, as 
far as the newspaper is concerned, is the still-sensational tale of captivity and 
starvation. Nothing more is ever going to happen to me. But I am tantalized by – in fact 
my heart aches for – the 23-year-old who did in fact have an afterlife in Winnipeg - the 
“musical career” - perhaps a pianist in a genteel tea salon or a piano teacher in the 
parlours of the up-and-coming bourgeoisie of Fort Rouge neighbourhood. 

But then, suddenly, the death of her mother at age 58, and whatever independent life 
Eliza had managed to organize is terminated in order to “keep home” for her widowed 
father and her several younger siblings: she was, after all, Miss McLean, with no known 
sentimental claim on her affections. Her father lived on until 1929 when Eliza was 60, 
but in the meantime, in 1907, the final notable detail in this version of a life story leaps 
off the page: Elizabeth McLean somehow got out of the house and into the First Church 
of Christ, Scientist as one of its “builders” and Readers.

Services were held in the still-uncompleted building in 1911, with the first service in the 
finished building held in May 1916. A Reader’s platform stood at one end of the 
auditorium and here I must imagine my (47-year-old) Eliza in a long pleated skirt (I am 
looking at a drawing of a woman’s summer suit  c.1915) and three-buttoned jacket with 
long lapels and a jaunty hat with a feather, blushing with pride as she looks down on the
assembly. Wherever else she may have been silenced or revised or cut off or unheard –
Manitoba women were still nine years away from the right to vote provincially  - here 
she is in full throat, calling down the healing power that is Christ, Scientist, that 
dissolves suffering and sorrow and grants a profound feeling of being loved and being 
well at last. 

As for Wandering Spirit, it is true there are no known photographs of him – there are a 
couple of unauthenticated portraits – which is odd, given that several of the men with 
whom he will hang are identified in a photograph taken inside Fort Battleford in 1885. 
When I am first shown this picture, my attention is directed to one of the unidentified 
prisoners, his face hidden in the shadow cast by the broad rim of his hat, and with what 
I can be persuaded to agree are luxuriant waves of black hair tumbling to his shoulders. 
I know that this was the singular feature of Wandering Spirit’s appearance, the wavy 
black hair, so I am invited to speculate that this may be he in the photograph. But I 
reject this. For one thing, we know from Eliza’s account that his hair had turned white, 
on the last flight north through the bush; for another, it is inconceivable that Wandering 
Spirit would have remained “unidentified,” he the second-most wanted man, after Chief 
Big Bear, for the killings at Frog Lake.

I’ve written a play. There are three characters, Wandering Spirit, Liza McLean at 16 and
Eliza McLean in her forties. They are ensnared in a ferocious 
triangular struggle to gain ownership of the story they share: what 
really happened in Wandering Spirit’s camp? Where is the “missing
ending”? What is permitted to be told? Does “history” have the last 
word?

WANDERING SPIRIT That’s not how this story ends.
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LIZA                             What was that story?

WANDERING        You saw it, you heard it. You were at my side. I let you go you 
        because you had a story to tell.

LIZA         Unfinished.

ELIZA         One version, perhaps.

LIZA          There’s only one that matters.

ELIZA         There’s never only one.

WANDERING         Then tell mine.

ELIZA & LIZA          I love you. 

WANDERING [anguished] That’s not the story.

ELIZA & LIZA           What’s yours?

Wandering Spirit remains for me as I imagine Eliza saw him from the rifle pit –dressed 
in loin cloth, moccasins and the war bonnet of lynx fur and eagle feathers, yellow 
streaks of war paint across his cheeks, the Winchester that never left his side. I see him
as the war chief, lithe, sinewy, who pranced and stomped his war dance, somewhere 
between Frog Lake and the gallows.
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