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John McDonald of Garth: Pe r sona l i ty and Fur-Trade Years , 1771-1816 

Some knowledge of the career and charac te r of the man for whom 
Inverarden was b u i l t , John McDonald of Garth , i s e s s e n t i a l to an 
understanding of the house in i t s proper h i s t o r i c a l , a r c h i t e c t u r a l , and 
s o c i a l c o n t e x t s . I t i s the purpose of t h i s chapter to give a b r i e f 
o u t l i n e of McDonald's career while s t r e s s i n g his p e r s o n a l i t y , h i s views 
and his a s p i r a t i o n s ; i t i s these q u a l i t i e s , r a the r than ac tua l events in 
h i s l i f e , which wi l l help to give meaning to the phys ica l ly r e s to red 
s t r u c t u r e . *• 

John McDonald was born at the family e s t a t e near Cal lendar , 
P e r t h s h i r e , Scot land, probably in 1771 or 1772. His grandfather had 
supported Charles S tuar t and was wounded at the b a t t l e of Culloden in 
1745; h i s f a t h e r , John McDonald, served as a cap ta in in the B r i t i s h 
army. L i t t l e i s known of John ' s formative y e a r s , but he was probably 
educated by p r i va t e t u t o r . He too was des t ined for a m i l i t a r y c a r e e r , 
but a s l i g h t l y crooked r igh t arm, the r e s u l t of a childhood f a l l , barred 
h i s way. I n s t ead , in 1791, through the patronage of h i s granduncle 
Major General John Small, a personal fr iend of Simon McTavish, then the 
leading f igure in the North West Company, McDonald was bound as a c l e r k 
to the company. His e a r l y years give one the impression that he was the 
younger son of a "good" but none too a f f luen t family who was given his 
s t a r t through d i s t a n t family connec t ions , but whose success or f a i l u r e 
would depend l a rge ly upon his own e x e r t i o n s . 

General Small must have been well acquainted with his young 
p r o t e g e ' s charac te r and p e r s o n a l i t y . When McDonald sa i l ed from Granock, 
Scot land, in Apri l 1791 he ca r r i ed with him h is g randunc le ' s admonition 
to be "modest, mild and unaffee t ing to your Equals and even to 
I n f e r i o r s " as well as "af fable and Courteous to a l l you converse 
with."!- Smal l ' s words did not immediately have the i r des i red e f f e c t ; 
McDonald had challenged two ind iv idua l s to duels before s e t t l i n g in for 
h i s f i r s t winter in the Northwest.*• Pa r t of t h i s be l l i ge rency may 
perhaps be explained as the e f f o r t s of a would-be Scots warr ior to 
compensate for a physical d i s a b i l i t y . McDonald may also have been 
s e n s i t i v e of h i s small physical s t a t u r e as well as h i s deformed arm for 
he descr ibed his opponents as "a t a l l Scot" and "a l a rge 
Englishman."-' Whatever the reasons for h i s pugnaci ty , i t was a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c which he displayed throughout his l i f e . McDonald, 
i n t e l l i g e n t and sharp-minded, quickly mastered the i n t r i c a c i e s of the 
fur t rade under the able t u t e l age of Angus Shaw. Aggress ive, bold and 
impetuous, McDonald was i d e a l l y su i t ed to serve the North West Company 
during i t s years of i n t e n s i f y i n g s t rugg le with the Hudson's Bay Company, 
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and he soon gained the r e s p e c t , if not always the admira t ion , of those 
with whom he worked. On a number of occasions McDonald found himself in 
charge of small posts with t h e i r i n e v i t a b l e Hudson's Bay Company 
oppos i t ion nearby; wi th economic competi t ion bordering at times on open 
war fa re , men of McDonald's charac te r were a d e f i n i t e a s se t to the North 
West Company. 

McDonald was not merely an aggress ive ind iv idua l who enjoyed a 
successful career because he happened to be at the r i gh t place at the 
r i g h t t ime. He b u i l t severa l fu r - t r ad ing posts including Fort Augustus 
(1795) and Rocky Mountain House (1799), and was made a winter ing 
par tner of the North West Company about 1800. He married Nancy Small, 
the ha l f -breed daughter of a fellow winter ing pa r tne r , in 1799 and the 
f i r s t of f ive ch i ld ren was born to them in 1801 a t Kaminist iquia (Fort 
William, near present -day Thunder Bay). While he used bravado and 
t h r e a t s to in t imida te Iris Hudson's Bay Company opponents and the Indians 
whom he f e l t "must be taught to respec t the whi tes , " he was not 
i n v a r i a b l y a proponent of v i o l e n t means.5 On his r e t u r n overland 
from the Pac i f ic coast in 1814, McDonald encountered a tense s i t u a t i o n 
a t the Red River s e t t l e m e n t . Governor Miles Macdonell had placed an 
embargo on pemmican, an item e s s e n t i a l to the ex i s t ence of the North 
West Company. The Nor'Westers in turn were preparing to des t roy the 
colony. McDonald suggested a compromise which was accepted by 
Macdonell. I r o n i c a l l y McDonald, the man of a c t i o n , saw h i s compromise 
disavowed and himself c r i t i c i s e d for ave r t ing the planned d e s t r u c t i o n of 
the colony a t the June meeting of the North West Company p a r t n e r s . " 
While there i s no reason to suspect a connect ion , McDonald did r e t i r e 
within a few months of t h i s inc iden t and a f t e r 23 years in the fur 
t r a d e . 

If a s ing le anecdote can be used to epitomize both McDonald's 
p e r s o n a l i t y and the myth and r e a l i t y of h i s r o l e in the fur t r a d e , i t 
would sure ly be a r e l a t i v e l y minor inc iden t which occurred during the 
War of 1812. In 1813 McDonald p a r t i c i p a t e d in the North West Company's 
campaign to wrest the t rading post Astor ia from the American Fur 
Company. During the ocean voyage from London to Astor ia via Cape Horn, 
McDonald, as he l a t e r claimed, "alone quelled a Mutiny amongst the 
S a i l o r s in f ive m i n u t e s . " ' McDonald admitted tha t h is 
r emin i scences , wr i t t en half a century a f t e r the even t s , were "more 
e g o t i s t i c a l than h i s t o r i c a l as a matter of cour se , " ° but one can 
well imagine him stepping brazenly and cool ly in to p o t e n t i a l l y explosive 
s i t u a t i o n s . He was not mellowed by h is years in the fur t r a d e . 

Though he had had few o p p o r t u n i t i e s during his long fu r - t r ade 
career to d i sp lay t h i s s ide of h i s p e r s o n a l i t y , McDonald very much 
enjoyed the good l i f e of p leasurab le s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e . He spent the 
winter of 1803-04 on r o t a t i o n a l furlough and passed the time v i s i t i n g 
h i s bro ther Angus, whom he had not met in 16 y e a r s , and "seeing the 
wonders of London."° McDonald claimed tha t time did not permit him 
to v i s i t Scot land, but he did re tu rn to Montreal with a f u l l - l e n g t h 
p o r t r a i t of h imself . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , the p o r t r a i t does not revea l a 
crooked r i gh t arm, probably as much an i n d i c a t i o n of the s u b j e c t ' s 
s e n s i t i v i t y as of the a r t i s t ' s poet ic l i c e n c e . The p o r t r a i t shows a 
s l i g h t but s e l f - a s s u r e d , wel l -dressed and not unhandsome young man (see 
F i g . 3) .10 Some four years a f t e r h i s t r i p to London McDonald, 
having f a l l en i l l , was obliged to pass the win te r , a t times 
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contemplat ing r e t i r e m e n t , in Montreal with his s i s t e r . Magdalen 
McDonald was now the wife of William McGil l ivray, nephew and successor 
to Simon McTavish of the North West Company. McDonald was a lso 
acqu i r ing the a t t r i b u t e s of a gentleman of l e i s u r e in keeping with his 
plans for r e t i r e m e n t . Though i l l for a t ime, he managed tha t winter to 
accumulate the l a r g e s t en ter ta inment b i l l of any member of the famous 
Beaver Club. 

For John McDonald the good l i f e r e a l l y began in November 1814 when 
he r e t i r e d from the North West Company. After a r r i v i n g in Montreal, he 
sold his two shares back to the company for £10,000 and added his 
new-found wealth to the £1,000 in c r e d i t which he had accumulated with 
the Montreal firm of McTavish, McGillivray and Company.H He spent 
t h a t winter in Montreal "admidst g a i e t y , amusements and f ea s t i ng . "12 

For a f u l l year and a half McDonald enjoyed the soc ia l l i f e of Montreal 
before deciding to s e t t l e in Stormont County and build h is country home. 
I t i s not too much to say tha t Inverarden (McDonald ca l led i t 
Gart)13 w a s c n e embodiment of McDonald's dreams and a s p i r a t i o n s . 
I t s commanding view, i t s impressive bulk, i t s c a r e f u l l y balanced 
symmetry, and i t s f ine jo inery and d e l i c a t e pane l l ing are a l l monuments 
to McDonald's t a s t e and to his money. Inverarden was b u i l t as the home 
of a successful ent repreneur in a rough and dangerous t r a d e , but also 
for a man as comfortable d i scuss ing i n t e r n a t i o n a l p o l i t i c s as he was 
t r ad ing European goods for furs on the far s ide of the c o n t i n e n t . 
Inverarden was b u i l t as the home of a country squ i re who, in a decade, 
would have over 60 t enan t s l i v i n g on and working his l ands . Inverarden 
was a f i t t i n g home for a man who would become a j u s t i c e of the peace and 
judge of the Eastern D i s t r i c t Surrogate Court . The house and i t s 
bu i lde r are so in te r twined that the former cannot be fu l ly apprecia ted 
without some knowledge of the l a t t e r ' s background and p e r s o n a l i t y . 
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John McDonald of Garth: Retirement Years , 1816-66 

McDonald as Country Squire and Gentleman Farmer 
During the summer and f a l l of 1816 McDonald supervised the cons t ruc t ion 
of h i s f i r s t home a t Gray's Creek. Though o r i g i n a l l y cons t ruc ted 
without i t s wings, Inverarden, with i t s commanding view of the S t . 
Lawrence, was an impressive dwelling place and well su i ted to the needs 
and p r e t en t i ons of a country s q u i r e . I t was o r i g i n a l l y a one-and-a-half 
s t o r ey "co t t age" of rubble stone and stucco e x t e r i o r with an excavated 
basement for ki tchen and la rder f a c i l i t i e s and severa l rooms for 
s e r v a n t s ' q u a r t e r s . The main f loor cons i s ted of l a r g e dining and 
drawing rooms separated by an ample h a l l and an e legant s t a i r c a s e ; two 
smaller rooms, probably bedrooms, formed the rear sec t ion of the main 
f l o o r , which was heated by th ree f i r e p l a c e s . The upper h a l f - s t o r e y was 
not divided in to rooms. From the disbursements l i s t e d in McDonald's 
accounts for 1816 one can deduce tha t he spent perhaps £1,500 to £2,000 
in the cons t ruc t i on of h i s home;l t h i s f igure coupled with h is 
expendi tu re for the land and Iris l i v i n g expenses amounted to over 
o n e - t h i r d of h i s c a p i t a l . By the end of the following year McDonald had 
spent more than half of h i s o r i g i n a l £11,000.2 These s u b s t a n t i a l 
d ra ins could not be continued without d i r e f i nanc i a l r e s u l t s . The house 
was h a b i t a b l e , if not complete, by the f a l l of 1816 and McDonald and his 
wife were l i v i n g there by the end of the year ; t h e i r f i f t h and l a s t 
c h i l d , Magdalene, was born in October at Inverarden and bapt ised in 
Cornwall in December.-1 

McDonald furnished his new home in a manner f i t t i n g to his pos i t ion 
as a country gentleman. The f u r n i t u r e , much of which i s now in the 
hands of descendants , was imported from England, probably through his 
b ro the r Angus, who was a London merchant and army agen t . I t included 
two s o f a s , a pair of pedes ta l card t a b l e s , an oe i l -de-boeuf mi r ro r , a 
s ec re t a ry -bookcase , and a dining t a b l e , cha i r s and matching s ideboard , 
a l l in Regency s t y l e . He also purchased at l e a s t 24 yards of carpe t ing 
for h i s new home.^ One of McDonald's f iner a c q u i s i t i o n s was a 
rosewood piano manufactured by John Broadwood of London, "makers of 
pianos to h is Majesty George I I I and the Pr incesses , " - 1 which he 
appears to have purchased sho r t l y before leaving Mont rea l . " The 
piano was well used by h i s daugh te r s ' and one can imagine tha t the 
new house soon became one of the focal points of l oca l s o c i e t y . 
McDonald's soc i a l pos i t i on was confirmed ea r ly in 1821 when he f i r s t 
took up h i s d u t i e s as a j u s t i c e of the peace . " 

McDonald did not r e l y upon the p r e s t i g e of a f ine e s t a t e and 
i n c l u s i o n in the loca l magistracy to maintain h is pos i t i on in l oca l 
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s o c i e t y . Using the example of h i s a n c e s t r a l homeland and i t s landed 
a r i s t o c r a c y as h i s gu ide , he began to inves t in land in the Eastern 
D i s t r i c t . By 1817 he was buying land to the eas t of h i s e s t a t e in 
Char lot tenburgh and Lancaster townships. In 1818 he began a programme 
of c l e a r i n g his own land for farming at the r a t e of 10,000 board feet of 
lumber sawn per year by a l oca l mi l l e r on Gray 's Creek." in the 
same year he purchased the 100-acre farm immediately to the eas t of h i s 
own e s t a t e and in Char lot tenburgh Township; *-0 l a t e r in 1818 he 
success fu l ly p e t i t i o n e d the government for a town l o t in Cornwall, 
desc r ib ing himself as a r e s iden t of Char lo t tenburgh. *•*• By mid-1820 
McDonald, in pa r tne r sh ip with Alexander McDonell ( G r e e n f i e l d ) , had 
obtained the government con t r ac t to survey Clarence, Cumberland and 
Gloucester townships in the Ottawa D i s t r i c t . 1 2 McDonald's e l d e s t 
son, William, did a t l e a s t par t of the surveying. In 1827 McDonald 
t r i e d unsuccessfu l ly to purchase the 70-acre i s l and in the S t . Lawrence 
immediately in front of h i s farm.13 RV the mid 1840s McDonald owned 
over 7,000 ac res of land , much of i t umimproved and of immediate value 
only for i t s t imber , * t h i s was e s p e c i a l l y t rue of the lands in the 
Ottawa D i s t r i c t f ront ing on the Ottawa River . As he was to r e a l i z e 
l a t e r , McDonald erred in his e f f o r t to gain f i nanc i a l s t a b i l i t y through 
land a c q u i s i t i o n ; in Upper Canada unimproved land was one of the 
cheapest of commodities and usual ly proved a poor medium for 
s p e c u l a t i o n . By 1823 only s l i g h t l y over £1,100 remained in h is Montreal 
account .13 Though he had begun in s t a l lmen t payments on 20 shares of 
Bank of Montreal s tock in 1817, valued at £1,000, i t was becoming 
obvious to McDonald tha t he could expect l i t t l e immediate r e tu rn from 
e i t h e r the bank s tock or land specu la t ion and tha t he would soon need a 
new and s u b s t a n t i a l source of income. 

In May 1823, though married "according to the customs of the 
country" and presumably l i v i n g with h i s wife Nancy a t Gray 's Creek, 
McDonald married aga in , t h i s time to a white woman, Amelia, n iece of the 
r e l a t i v e l y wealthy Hugh McGillis who had r e t i r e d as a North West Company 
pa r tne r to Williamstown. Whether or not McDonald's sudden dec i s ion to 
f ly in the face of convention and marry for a second time was the r e s u l t 
of a conscious e f f o r t to improve h i s f i nanc i a l pos i t i on w i l l probably 
never be known with c e r t a i n t y , but the marriage did c rea te problems for 
the headstrong McDonald. Less than a year a f t e r h i s marriage he sold 
h i s home and 150 ac res surrounding i t to his e lde s t daughter , E l i za , and 
her husband, John Duncan Campbell, a l so a r e t i r e d North West Company 
pa r tne r and a personal fr iend of McDonald.'-" McDonald l e f t 
Inverarden , probably in the summer of 1823, and a f t e r a b r i e f s t ay in 
Williamstown, moved with h i s second wife to a house immediately to the 
ea s t on h i s remaining 700 a c r e s . I t seems probable t ha t Nancy McDonald, 
who did not die u n t i l 1856, remained with her daughter and son- in- law a t 
the house John Mcdonald had b u i l t for them in 1816. One can well 
imagine the animosity which developed between the two f a m i l i e s , l i v i n g 
as they did in such c lose proximity to each o t h e r . However, McDonald's 
s o c i a l peers seem to have l a r g e l y accepted h i s r e j e c t i o n of h i s f i r s t 
wi fe ; two of Cornwall ' s most prominent i n h a b i t a n t s , merchant Guy 
Carle ton Wood and Clerk of the Peace James P r i n g l e , signed a £200 bond 
i n d i c a t i n g tha t there was no e a r l i e r con t r ac t to impede the second 
u n i o n . 1 ' Yet Mcdonald did not emerge completely unscathed from t h i s 
ep i sode . In 1826 he was forced to dec l ine nomination as a Presbyte r ian 
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church e l d e r , 1 ° probably because of the quie t pressure of h i s fellow 
Scots desp i t e the fac t t ha t with h i s Montreal soc ia l connections he had 
become one of the church ' s chief bene fac to r s . Ce r t a in ly McDonald had 
not l o s t t ha t stubborn determinat ion which had served him so well in the 
Northwest. McDonald's second marriage did not bring any immediate 
improvement in his f inances al though he was able to use the McGillis 
connect ion many years l a t e r to save the farm from his c r e d i t o r s . 

The method which McDonald f i n a l l y h i t upon to solve h is money 
problems was qui te in keeping with h is pos i t i on as a country s q u i r e . In 
1826 he began to bring in tenants to farm pa r t s of h i s e s t a t e , now known 
l o c a l l y as Gar t . Two of the a r t i c l e s of agreement, signed l a t e in 1825, 
have been preserved and they shed a good deal of l i g h t upon McDonald's 
s t y l e of l i f e and his r e l a t i o n s h i p s with h is s u b o r d i n a t e s . ^ The 
t e n a n t s , descr ibed as l aboure rs in the agreements, were granted the 
r i g h t to farm spec i f i c pa r t s of the e s t a t e for a set term of y e a r s , 
u s u a l l y f ive or seven. McDonald provided them with farmhouses and 
b a r n s , as well as l i v e s t o c k and a g r i c u l t u r a l implements, and reserved 
the r i g h t to d i spossess them if they f a i l ed to care for t he i r t r u s t s in 
a "farmer l i k e manner." I t was the t e n a n t ' s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y to c lear any 
fo res ted land, and crops and stock inc reases were to be divided equal ly 
between the two p a r t i e s on an annual b a s i s . At the end of the f i ve - or 
seven-year term the tenant was to r e tu rn to McDonald the land , 
b u i l d i n g s , implements and s tock; any improvements made to the farms 
during the period of the agreement accrued to McDonald, not the t e n a n t s . 
By 1827 McDonald claimed to have 62 i n d i v i d u a l s l i v i n g upon h is 
farms.PO By t h i s t enan t - l and lo rd arrangement McDonald received 
annual ly a surplus of a g r i c u l t u r a l produce which he could s e l l to 
s a t i s f y h i s ma te r i a l needs as a genetleman, and each year he could be 
assured tha t h i s proper ty would r i s e in p r o d u c t i v i t y and value as a 
r e s u l t of h i s t e n a n t s ' improvements. His t enan t s obtained a subs is tence 
l i v i n g , exper ience in farming and, depending upon c l ima t i c and 
a g r i c u l t u r a l c o n d i t i o n s , some s l i g h t savings for the f u t u r e . 

McDonald's second marriage was s h o r t - l i v e d . After bearing four 
c h i l d r e n , th ree of whom would l i v e to m a t u r i t y , Amelia died giving b i r t h 
to twins in 1830. McDonald was to spend the remaining 3 6 years of h i s 
l i f e as a widower. By 1830 the male of fspr ing of h i s f i r s t marriage 
were e s t ab l i shed and on t h e i r own; William was now a surveyor l i v ing in 
the Gaspé and a second son, Rolland, was soon to be a lawyer. El iza was 
married and l iv ing a t Inverarden while Agnes and Magdalene, 24 and 14 
r e s p e c t i v e l y , remained with t h e i r f a t h e r . McDonald also faced in 1830 
the added f i n a n c i a l burden of r a i s i n g and educating h i s th ree sons by 
Amelia: Duncan, aged f i v e , John, four , and De B e l i e f e u i l l e , two. The 
prospect of r a i s i n g a second family when almost 60 yea r s of age might 
have daunted a l e s s e r man, but McDonald appears to have provided as well 
for h i s second family as he had for h i s f i r s t . S t i l l , the expenses 
involved coupled with the cos t s of mainta ining h is s i t u a t i o n as a 
gentleman played havoc with h is now l imi ted sources of income. McDonald 
refused to c u r t a i l h is expendi tures and continued to specula te in land. 
The i n e v i t a b l e r e s u l t was the gradual accumulation of debts which 
th rea tened to overwhelm him in the 1840s. He received a good deal of 
a s s i s t a n c e from Rolland, whose law p r a c t i c e had prospered and who 
served as MLA for Cornwall from 1844 to 1847. In 1848 Rolland attempted 
to persuade h is f a t h e r , then in h i s l a t e s e v e n t i e s , to s e l l the family 
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estate and move in with one of his children. In the minds of most men, 
no stigma would have attached to second retirement but, true to his 
character, McDonald refused even to consider Rolland's suggestion. He 
had come to view Gart almost as an extension of himself and in his will 
would insist that the estate not be divided. He left Gart to his 
youngest son, De Beliefeuille, with the understanding that he would 
provide for brothers John and Duncan. In 1349 John McGillis, brother of 
Amelia and McDonald's Drother-in-law, paid all of McDonald's outstanding 
debts to save Gart for his nephews. For the last 16 years of his life 
John McDonald was relatively free of financial worries and was able to 
concentrate upon those interests, political and social, which had 
occupied much of his time since his arrival at Gray's Creek 34 years 
earlier. 

McDonald and Local Affairs 
John McDonald was never interested in a political career for himself; 
perhaps he realized instinctively that he could never succeed in a 
milieu requiring tact, subtlety and compromise. He did serve as a 
justice of the peace and, on occasion, as chairman of the Court of 
Quarter Sessions of the Peace for the Eastern District between 1821 and 
1855.21 The position was an appointive one and the court dealt with 
local administration and minor criminal cases. Between 1833 and 1844 
McDonald was also the judge for the Eastern District's Surrogate Court, 
which granted probates of wills and letters of administration within the 
district.22 The records of the latter body have not been found, but 
the minutes of the quarter sessions occasionally reveal glimpses of 
McDonald's inherent social and political conservatism. If McDonald 
never sought elective office, he did have interests to forward or 
protect. As a gentleman, a retired North West Company partner and a 
relatively wealthy man, McDonald in 1816 was immediately accepted into 
Cornwall's small and exclusive circle of prominent, powerful 
individuals. Even though he retained an account with a major trading 
house in Montreal until at least 1830, he also established accounts with 
William Mattice and Philip Van Koughnet, both important local merchants. 
Arcnibald McLean, a Cornwall resident and from 1837 to 1862 a judge of 
the Court of Queen's Bench, was not only a close personal friend but 
also apparently a partner in land speculation and finally a creditor of 
McDonald. McDonald also developed a friendship with John Beverley 
Robinson when he was attorney general of Upper Canada. McDonald in 1827 
enlisted Robinson's aid in an unsuccessful bid to purchase a small 
island, then part of the St. Regis Indian Reserve, in the St. Lawrence 
in front of his farm. McDonald complained to the attorney general: "I 
have never got one inch of Soil from the Crown, tho' I have added by 
discoveries many thousand Miles to it," and closed with the lament: "We 
poor North Westers are Out casts - We get neither grant nor emolument 
from our country - no - not even a sod to lay our Heads on."23 
McDonald, ever enthusiastic and vigorous in the pursuit of his own 
interests, usually viewed the world in clear-cut shades of black and 
white. 



168 

When Rolland McDonald unsuccessful ly contes ted the assembly sea t 
for Cornwall in 1841, h i s fa ther e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y entered the f ray . 
Following h is d e f e a t , Rolland wrote to h i s fa ther s t r e s s i n g tha t the 
important objec t now was to work for the following e l e c t i o n , but to do 
so q u i e t l y . He admonished his fa ther tha t " there must be no hurry in 
forcing p e o p l e . . . . t h i s must be done as i t were of i t s e l f and not by any 
seeming e f f o r t s - the e l e c t i o n must seldom if ever be talked 
about ."24 From the tone and content of Rolland1s l e t t e r of advice 
one suspects tha t John McDonald's e l e c t i o n e e r i n g s t y l e was perhaps a 
l i t t l e heavy handed even for the 1840s. Whether or not h i s advice was 
followed i s not known, but Rolland was successful in the 1844 e l e c t i o n . 

McDonald on the Northwest 
McDonald's p o l i t i c a l involvement was not confined to personal or loca l 
i s s u e s . When the p o l i t i c i a n s and the populace of Canada West began to 
cas t covetous glances in the l a t e 1850s a t the grea t expanse of 
t e r r i t o r y con t ro l l ed by the Hudson's Bay Company, McDonald did not 
h e s i t a t e for a moment in of fer ing his views on what was a very complex 
and mul t i - f ace t ed i s s u e . When a B r i t i s h par l iamentary committee was 
e s t a b l i s h e d to inqu i re in to the a f f a i r s of the Hudson's Bay Company in 
1857, McDonald wrote to Edward E l l i c e , deputy governor of the company 
and a committee member, and to Chief J u s t i c e William Henry Draper, a 
Canadian witness before the committee. McDonald d isp layedr an amazing 
grasp of the economy and ecology of the West and was op t im i s t i c about 
i t s fu tu re ; however, in t y p i c a l fashion he paid scant a t t e n t i o n to 
d ivergen t op in ions . He wished to see the exc lus ive fur t rad ing 
p r i v i l e g e s of the Hudson's Bay Company continued in the t e r r i t o r i e s 
nor th of the Saskatchewan River for he feared tha t competi t ion would 
lead f i r s t to the decimation of fur -bear ing animals and then to the 
economic co l lapse of those Indian t r i b e s who depended upon 
t r app ing .25 g e advocated the c r e a t i o n of an Indian rese rve in the 
nor the rn t e r r i t o r i e s to help them maintain the i r t r a d i t i o n a l way of 
l i f e . 2 6 McDonald also favoured con t ro l l ed but l a r g e - s c a l e 
immigration into the southern pa r t s of the Northwest including the 
Saskatchewan and Red River v a l l e y s . Unlike many of h i s contemporar ies , 
he bel ieved tha t the vast expanse of the p r a i r i e s would prove to be good 
grazing and farming lands.27 These a r e a s , now l a r g e l y denuded of 
fu r -bear ing animals , he f e l t were no longer of use or i n t e r e s t to the 
Hudson's Bay Company; however, he did foresee the need to preserve the 
vas t herds of buffalo to insure both the future of the p la ins I n d i a n s , 
and an adequate supply of pemmican for the fur t r a d e . 2 ° McDonald 
a l so suggested the cons t ruc t ion of a rai lway through B r i t i s h t e r r i t o r y 
to the Pac i f i c Ocean to accomodate the expected inf lux of s e t t l e r s , a 
concept which the much younger Edward E l l i c e viewed as a wild 
f a n t a s y . 2 " Though s o l i c i t o u s of the I n d i a n s ' we l fa re , McDonald 
brushed as ide the i n t e r e s t s of the Red River se t t l ement with the words: 
"of course we wi l l govern Red River & e s t a b l i s h there what Gov't we 
please in accordance with our Laws in Canada."^^ McDonald l a t e r 
came to the conclusion tha t Canada could not manage such a vas t 
t e r r i t o r y as the Northwest; h i s suggest ion then was t h a t three co lonies 
be se t up d i r e c t l y under B r i t i s h supe rv i s ion . - ^ McDonald did not 
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l i v e to see the a c q u i s i t i o n of the Northwest, but some of h i s 
sugges t ions and prophesies came to pass , and some of h i s fears were 
r e a l i z e d . I t i s d i f f i c u l t to assess what impact , if any, McDonald's 
views had upon the f ina l d i s p o s i t i o n of the western l a n d s . A r e l a t i v e 
by marr iage and MIA for Vaudreui l , Robert Unwin Hardwood, s o l i c i t e d h is 
advice when a group of Toronto businessmen pe t i t i oned the Assembly in 
1858 to incorpora te the North West Transpor ta t ion and Navigation 
Company. 32 McDonald pointed out t ha t the new company could not 
poss ib ly generate s u f f i c i e n t c a p i t a l for the task a t hand and he was 
proved c o r r e c t ; the company received i t s cha r t e r but produced no 
r e s u l t s . 3 3 r n nj_s l a s t l e t t e r to McDonald, E l l i c e wrote: " I 
acknowledge, merely to thank you for your l e t t e r . . . . I answered your 
former ones more from respec t for an old North Wester than with any 
i n t e n t i o n of en te r ing in to a con t roversy ."34 

His Last Years 
In reading McDonald's luc id pleas for the p ro t ec t i on of the na t i ve 
peoples and h i s enthusiasm for a rai lway to the West Coast, i t i s 
d i f f i c u l t to keep in mind tha t these were the ideas and views of a man 
in h is l a t e e i g h t i e s ; however, i t was not long before McDonald's hea l th 
began to crumble under the weight of h i s advancing y e a r s . By 1859, 
th ree years a f t e r the death of h i s s p i n s t e r daughter Agnes, i l l hea l th 
forced him to r e tu rn temporar i ly to Inverarden , which he had b u i l t over 
40 years e a r l i e r , and to the care which h is daughter El iza could 
p rov ide . McDonald had often found i t d i f f i c u l t to get along with 
o t h e r s ; time did not mellow his p e r s o n a l i t y . He began to find f au l t in 
h i s ch i ld ren and g randch i ld ren . As soon as he was a b l e , McDonald l e f t 
Inverarden and returned to the s e c u r i t y of h i s beloved Gar t . A 
photograph of McDonald taken by William Notman in 1863 r evea l s a gaunt , 
severe and uncompromising old man - a man who had perhaps l ived beyond 
h is time (see F i g . 4 ) . In his l a s t few years he seems to have f e l t t ha t 
only h i s youngest son, De B e l l e f e u i l l e , had not abandoned or 
d isappointed him. McDonald died on 25 January 1866 and was buried in 
the family graveyard on a h i l l overlooking Gart and Inverarden . 
I r o n i c a l l y , De B e l l e f e u i l l e mortgaged the family e s t a t e in 1872 and by 
1878 Gart was in the hands of the Maison's Bank. In 1970 McDonald's 
remains and those of members of h i s family were r e i n t e r r e d in a public 
cemetery near Cornwall. His name on the gravestone i s mi s spe l l ed . 
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Inverarden: A Problem of Nomenclature 

Before the cons t ruc t i on and l a t e r modi f ica t ions to McDonald's home are 
analysed in d e t a i l , an examination of some of the names t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
a s soc i a t ed with the house i s r equ i r ed . H i s t o r i c a l research conducted 
for the Inverarden Res to ra t ion Pro jec t i n d i c a t e s t h a t some of these 
names may be h i s t o r i c a l l y i n a c c u r a t e . Marion MacRae and Anthony 
Adamson, for example, re fe r in t he i r pioneering study of domestic 
a r c h i t e c t u r e in Upper Canada, The Ances t ra l Roof, to the cons t ruc t ion of 
"Inverarden" for John lie Donald. "Inverarden" would appear to be a 
20th-century misspe l l ing of " Inve ra rd ine , " the name by which the house 
was known in the l a s t quar ter of the 19th cen tury . S imi l a r l y , William 
Stewart Wallace and other secondary sources re fer to John McDonald as 
"McDonald of Gar th ," a f t e r the family e s t a t e , Garth, where he was born, 
to d i s t i n g u i s h him from other John McDonalds.2 Yet McDonald was 
nicknamed " le bras croche" by h is fellow fur t r a d e r s and he himself 
ca l l ed h i s b i r t h p l a c e "Gart ," not "Garth ."3 The i n a t t e n t i o n of 
19th-century w r i t e r s to d e t a i l s of spe l l i ng is well known to h i s t o r i a n s , 
but does not seem to explain t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c a s e . The documentary 
m a t e r i a l uncovered i nd i ca t e s t h a t McDonald was c o n s i s t e n t in h is use of 
"Gart" r a the r than "Garth." The quest ion of s p e l l i n g i s important 
because i t appears from the mate r ia l a v a i l a b l e tha t Inverarden was known 
l o c a l l y as Gart during the f i r s t decade a f t e r i t s cons t ruc t i on in 1816. 

According to C. B lack i e ' s Dic t ionary of Place Names, "Garth" comes 
from the Teutonic and Scandinavian for an enclosed p l ace , e i t h e r for 
crops or animals , and gradua l ly came to mean a farm; i t i s often wr i t t en 
as "Gart" in Scotland and I r e l a n d . There i s a Garth e s t a t e near 
Aberfeldy, P e r t h s h i r e , Scotland, which inc ludes the ru ins of Garth Cast le 
( c a . 1380), reputedly the a n c e s t r a l home of the McDonalds of Garth."• 
John McDonald, wr i t ing in the family b ib l e about 1856, gives h is place 
of b i r t h as " ' G a r t ' , Callander [ s i c ] ."-> In his au tob iographica l 
notes wr i t t en in 1859, McDonald s t a t e s t ha t h i s father " l ived at Gart 
near Callander [ s i c ] . " 6 He also notes in passing tha t h is 
grandfa ther had suffered a blow to the head at the b a t t l e of Culloden 
(1745) and t he r ea f t e r "had occas iona l ly the loss of h i s reason , in one of 
those paroxysms he sold the family proper ty for a song ." ' I t seems 
probable tha t Mcdonald's grandfather sold Garth and that h i s fa ther 
purchased a l e s s e r e s t a t e which he ca l l ed Gar t , poss ib ly a diminutive of 
Garth. As Aberfeldy and Callendar are 35 miles a p a r t , i t seems un l ike ly 
t h a t the re fe rences would be to the same geographical l oca t i ons in 
Scot land. The important point i s t ha t a l l the c i t a t i o n s in McDonald's 
known correspondence are to Gart , not Garth. I t may be qui te acceptable 


