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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 


