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Abstract 

In 1816, after 23 years in the western fur trade, North 

West Company wintering partner John McDonald of Garth 

retired to eastern Upper Canada where he lived as a country 

squire until his death 50 years later. He built an 

impressive residence, now called Inverarden, in the Regency 

Cottage style in 1816. This report, prepared as part of 

the Inverarden restoration programme outlines McDonald's 

retirement career and traces the construction of and later 

modifications to his house. It also deals with the 

historical landscape. 
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Precis 

This historical study has been prepared as part of the 

restoration programme for Inverarden, Cornwall, Ontario. 

It deals with the early demography of the local area and 

the probable land use of the Inverarden property prior to 

construction before turning to a sketch of the personality 

and career of the builder, John McDonald of Garth. After 

a brief consideration of the names historically associated 

with the house, the study focuses upon the initial 

construction of, and later modifications to, Inverarden. 

Treated last are the historic and 20th century Inverarden 

landscape patterns. 

The Eastern District of Upper Canada where Inverarden 

is located was originally settled by Scots Loyalists 

following the successful American Revolution and the 

Treaty of Paris in 1783. The Scots settlements of the 

St. Lawrence Valley prospered, grew and attracted further 

immigration from trouble torn Scotland. By 1816 the 

Scottish character of the area was clearly defined and was 

likely a significant factor drawing McDonald and other 

retired Scots fur traders to settle there. The immediate 

Inverarden area had been the property of a prominent 

Loyalist and was developed into one of the Eastern 

District's more prosperous farms. The immediate family 

died, however, and the land was probably untended during 

the decade prior to McDonald's purchase. 

John McDonald, who was born in Scotland about 1771 
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or 1772, joined the North West Company in 1791. Ke was 

intelligent, bold and aggressive, and these traits served 

him well in the virtual economic warfare waged by the 

North West and Hudson's Bay companies. McDonald was 

involved in the establishment of several western trading 

posts before his retirement to Montreal in 1814. Two 

years later he built Inverarden and settled in the Eastern 

District where he became a prominent citizen and country 

squire. He remained active in local affairs for most of 

the remaining 50 years of his life. 

Inverarden was built, without its wings, in 181G in 

the Regency Cottage style; the wings were added, likely 

about 1821. McDonald left the house, probably in 1823, 

and sold it to his eldest daughter, Eliza Campbell, in 

1824; the house remained in the Campbell family until 

1965. As the central structure in an agricultural complex 

Inverarden was of course complemented by outbuildings but 

nothing is known of their location or structural detail 

during the 19th century. A shed extension was built on 

Inverarden's north wall, probably in the second half of 

the 19th century and the attic was partitioned into rooms 

about the 1870's. Modern plumbing facilities were added 

in the early 20th century, and from about 1926 to 1961 

the interior was modified to house two families. 

The little information which is available concerning 

the landscape features of the early 1820's, the period 

chosen for restoration, indicates that Inverarden was 

surrounded by an English Picturesque landscape. A major 

feature of this style was the channelled panoramic view 

of the St. Lawrence and its islands, from the front door, 

a result of the house being located on a slight rise and 

flanked by dense bush on either side. The entrance road 

ran through the open centre and there was a substantial 
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vegetable and herb garden, probably in the rear. 

Inverarden was most certainly a fitting home for a retired 

gentleman. 



Introduction 

John McDonald of Garth was born in Scotland about 1771 or 

1772 and came to Canada as a clerk in the North West 

Company in 1791. Within a decade he had become a wintering 

partner and was responsible for establishing several 

western trading posts prior to his retirement to Montreal 

in 1814. In 1816 McDonald purchased land fronting on the 

St. Lawrence River in eastern Upper Canada, just east of 

Cornwall. Here he built an impressive rubble stone and 

roughcast home in the Regency Cottage style on a small rise 

overlooking the river. Identical wings were added about 

1821, enlarging the house and yet retaining its original 

Georgian symmetry. Though he remained in the area living 

as a country squire until his death 50 years later, McDonald 

left Inverarden, as it is now called, about 1823 and sold 

the house in the following year to a daughter and her 

husband, John Duncan Campbell. The house remained in the 

Campbell family, undergoing some minor structural modifica­

tions including the addition of a rear shed and the 

installation of modern plumbing facilities, until 1965 when 

it and the surrounding farm were sold to Chemcell Ltd. In 

1968 Inverarden was recommended by the Historic Sites and 

Monuments Board as being of national historical and 

architectural importance. The house and surrounding two 

and a half acres were purchased by the Crown in 1972. 

This historical report was prepared as part of the 

Inverarden restoration programme conducted by Ontario 

1 



Region. It outlines the historical and geographical 

setting, summarizes McDonald's retirement career, traces 

the construction of and later modifications to his house, 

and deals with the immediate historical landscape. 

2 



The Scottish Connection 

Demography 

One cannot fully appreciate the history and significance 

of Inverarden without examining the house in its wider 

setting. Like many other retired North West Company fur 

traders, John McDonald of Garth was drawn to the eastern 

corner of Upper Canada in part because of the area's 

largely Scottish population. The Eastern District was 

first settled by Scots Loyalists, but the peculiar heritage 

of McDonald's neighbours must be traced back, beyond their 

forlorn flight from New York State, to Scotland in the mid 

18th century. When Bonnie Prince Charlie's hopes to wrest 

the English Crown from James II were dashed on the field of 

Culloden in 174 5, the last of the Stuarts fled to France. 

His supporters, many of them Highlanders and Roman 

Catholics, were left to endure the vengeance of the victors. 

Soon Catholicism and the very clan system itself were being 

systematically undermined. At the same time Scotland was 

experiencing profound economic upheavals. In a desperate 

effort to maintain economic and social position the great 

chieftains of Scotland began turning from tenant farming to 

sheep raising; in the process thousands of Scottish 

peasants lost their tiny plots of land and their 

livelihoods. The same process was occurring in England as 

the new industrial towns began to swell with dispossessed 

tenant farmers. The Scots, especially the Catholics, were 

decidedly unwelcome. Goaded by misery and poverty some 

3 



Scots joined regiments of the English army. Others chose 

emigration and for some the final destination was the 

Mohawk Valley of New York and the estates of Sir John 

Johnson. Here, it was hoped, the old way of life could be 

re-established with Johnson as a new laird and the Highland 

and Lowland Scots in their traditional roles as tenant 

farmers. As late as 1773 some 650 Scottish immigrants, 

almost all Catholics, were settled on Johnson's lands but 

the tranquility so long sought was not to be found in the 

colony of New York. By the mid 1770's the recent refugees 

found themselves in the midst of a virtual civil war 

which would see the partial dismemberment of the British 

Empire and the creation of two new political entities, the 

United States of America and British North America. 

Many of the Mohawk Valley Scots had fought against the 

English Crown in 1745, but they were not Republicans. For 

them fine theories of egalitarianism were too easily 

equated with mob rule and anarchy. For them the coming of 

the American Revolution meant, not the choosing of sides, 

but the protection of a traditional way of life. Many of 

the recent Highland immigrants joined the 84th Regiment of 

Foot, the Royal Highland Emigrants, raised for service in 

Canada in 1775 by Colonel Allan Maclean. Johnson's 

tenants joined the regiment which he commanded, the King's 

Royal Regiment of New York, the Royal Yorkers or Johnson's 
2 

Royal Greens as they were known by the Americans. Their 

efforts against the Revolution, which gained them the 

enmity of their neighbours, were doomed by Cornwallis' 

surrender at Yorktown in 1781. With the coming of peace 

in 178 3 those who had not already retired to Canada, began 

the arduous overland trek with what possessions they could 

carry. The British government, mindful of its debt to 

these men and their families, made arrangements to settle 

4 



them in what was then western Quebec, just beyond the 

fringe of the French Canadian population. Five new 

townships were surveyed along the north shore of the St. 

Lawrence early in 1784 and during the summer, in a quasi-

military operation, the Loyalists of both regiments and 

their families were located in groups on the basis of 

religion and ethnicity. The first township, Lancaster, 

went to the Highland Catholic Scots, presumably because 

it was felt that their religious persuasion would better 

enable them to harmonize with their French Canadian 

neighbours to the east. The second township, Charlotten-

burgh, was settled by Scottish Presbyterians, and 

the third, Cornwall, by a mixture of Scots and German 
3 Calvinists, also past tenants of Srr John Johnson. 

Though they were supplied with food, clothing and 

implements from British military stores in their first few 

years, the newly settled Loyalists faced an awesome task. 

Yet, having been dispossessed twice in as many generations, 

they were determined to succeed. Settled in small groups, 

and protected from outside encroachment by the clan system, 

and their Gaelic tongue, they clung to and cherished their 

traditions with a tenacity which is difficult to 

appreciate. Thus the Scottish character of the Eastern 

District, which is visible to the present day, was 

impressed upon the land from its first settlement. That 

character was to be reinforced before McDonald's arrival in 

1816. 

Continuing problems in Scotland and the relative 

success of the new settlement on the St. Lawrence led to 

further immigration and a consequent strengthening of the 
. . . . . 4 
initially Scottish character of the Eastern District. In 

178 6 a Catholic priest, Alexander Macdonell led a party of 

50 0 from Glengarry, Scotland, to lands in Stormont and 
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Glengarry counties just north of the original Loyalist 

settlers. In the following decade a number of similar 

though smaller groups arrived to take up land in the two 

counties. The last large scale Scottish migration to the 

Eastern District occurred in 1803-04 under the auspices of 

another Father Alexander Macdonell, the future first Roman 

Catholic bishop of Upper Canada. Macdonell brought to 

Glengarry 1,100 Highland immigrants, most of them disbanded 

soldiers of the Glengarry Fencible Regiment, and their 

families. In the same year another Scot, John Strachan, 

the future first Anglican bishop of Upper Canada, located 

in Cornwall and opened a school which would become famous 

as the nursery of the Family Compact. The Reverend John 

Bethune, chaplain to the Royal Highland Emigrants and 

father of another future Anglican bishop, had arrived in 

Glengarry County in 1787 to minister to the needs of the 

Presbyterian Scots. 

If the small but thriving Scottish settlement of the 

Eastern District attracted immigration directly from 

Scotland, it also acted as a magnet during the first 

quarter of the 19th century upon many of the wintering 

partners of the Montreal-based North West Company. Some of 

these men, like John McDonald of Garth, were probably drawn 

by familiar cultural patterns; others, first or second 

generation residents who had exchanged the mundane duties 

of pioneer farming for the adventure and wealth to be 

found in the fur trade, were simply coming home. The 

North West Company fur traders retired one by one and with 

varying degrees of wealth but many became locally prominent 

residents. Certainly their impact upon the community far 

outweighed their numbers. Unfortunately, in the past 

historians have tended to concentrate upon the fur trade 

careers of these individuals and as a result not much has 
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been written about their retirement years in the Eastern 

District. Perhaps best known are the North West Company 

partners and explorers Simon Fraser and David Thompson. 

Other lesser known fur traders who settled in the area 

include Hugh and Donald McGillis, John McGillivray, John 

and Miles Macdonell, Alexander Macdonell, John Duncan 

Campbell, Angus Bethune, Duncan Cameron and Finan 
7 

McDonald. 

The overwhelming preponderance of Scots among the 

settlers of Glengarry and Stormont counties was noted and 

commented upon by contemporaries. Robert Gourlay the 

author and reformer who toured Upper Canada in 1817 

gathering material for his Statistical Account wrote of 

Charlottenburgh Township that it v/as "so entirely confined 

to Scottish settlers it seldom attracts other strangers." 

John Howison, a traveller who passed through the Glengarry 

settlement about the same time, noted that Gaelic seemed 

the predominant language. Howison v/as critical of the 

lack of agricultural progress exhibited in most of the 

farms he saw; the inhabitants he described as "dirty, 
o 

ignorant, and obstinate."v Graduations of wealth in the 

Eastern District were probably quite severe yet it is 

unlikely that John McDonald of Garth, with his memories of 

the poverty in Scotland and his associations with other 

retired fur traders, would have shared Howison's jaundiced 

view of the settlement. What is perhaps the most accurate 

account of the area at the time of McDonald's arrival was 

prepared by the inhabitants themselves in response to a 

questionnaire from Gourlay. The residents of Charlotten­

burgh Township were the only ones (out of 12 townships) to 

respond but as Inverarden is located close to the western 

border of that township their comments are especially 

useful to us. Gourlay estimated the population of Cornwall 
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and Charlottenburgh townships including the town of 

Cornwall at approximately 5,000 but admitted this was 

largely guesswork. Those who prepared the Charlotten­

burgh questionnaire estimated that there were about 2,500 

settled in the township. The presence of two Roman 

Catholic priests and one Church of Scotland minister gives 

a rough indication of the religious persuasions of the 

inhabitants. The township also boasted two doctors, 12 

schools, 12 stores, 18 taverns, and four grist mills. The 

soil was described as "black deep loam" and the topography 

as "generally level, with some swamps." Wild land had 

originally sold for one to five shillings per acre, 

depending presumably upon its condition and its proximity 

to water transportation. By 1817 its price ranged from 

£1 to £1.10 per acre and it was estimated that a 200-acre 

farm with 30 acres cleared and including a frame house and 

barn would cost from £500 to £600. A labourer's annual 

income was about £25 to £36 while blacksmiths, masons and 

carpenters could expect to earn respectively 7s.6d. -

8s.9d., 7s.6d. - 10s., and 5s. - 10s. for a day's work. 

Horses, cattle and sheep sold for just below the provincial 
12 average. Like most of the semi-settled regions of Upper 

Canada after the War of 1812, the Eastern District offered 

great opportunities to the industrious labourer or 

craftsman. The relatively affluent, such as John McDonald 

of Garth and his fellow retired fur traders, could look 

forward to a comfortable material life, an influential 

role in local affairs, and ready admittance into the 

community's highest social circles. 

The Inverarden Property, 1784-1816 

Inverarden is located in the southeast corner of Stormont 

8 



County and Cornwall Township (now part of the City of 

Cornwall). The house is situated at the front of the east 

half of lot 'C in the first concession. The land was 

originally part of a Loyalist Crown grant made to Major 

James Gray of the King's Royal Regiment of New York in 
13 1784. Gray was born m Scotland and served as a 

professional soldier in two British regiments before 

settling in the Mohawk Valley. He was second in command to 

Sir John Johnson during the Revolutionary War. While the 

amount of land allotted to Loyalists was based upon previous 

military rank, the choosing of locations was supposedly an 

egalitarian process with officers and men drawing location 

tickets from a hat. Be that as it may, James Gray acquired 

a most eligible tract of land just east of Cornwall and 

fronting on the St. Lawrence River. His original grant of 

1,500 acres consisted of lots 'D', ' C , and the east half 

of 'B' in the first, second and third concessions of 

Cornwall Township. Most of this land was well drained by 

two branches of Gray's Creek (named after Major Gray) and, 
14 

in the north, by the south branch of the Raisin River. 

A map of the area prepared by Patrick McNiff in 1786 

indicates a cedar swamp in part of the second concession 

and a well drained meadow in the third. (see Fig. 1) A 

survey of the land immediately to the east of Gray's 

estate, completed in 1821, shows some sandy soil in the 

first concession along with stands of elm, beech, and 

hemlock trees. (see Fig. 2) A maple woods in the front 

of the second concession gave way to cedar, pine, balsam, 
17 larch, birch and some maple in the third concession. 

Gray's land, immediately adjacent to that described, was 

almost certainly similar in soil and vegetation. There 

is no direct evidence relating to either the exact location 

or the scale of Gray's home. It was likely built close to 

9 
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the river front, possibly on the height of land on lot 'D', 

or perhaps on the rise where Inverarden now stands. 

Inverarden in fact is located almost exactly in the centre 

of the front of Gray's original land grant. Gray was a 

substantial member of the new Loyalist community and no 

doubt his home befitted his station in life. He was 

recommended for a seat on the original Executive Council 

of Upper Canada by Lord Dorchester and was appointed a 

county lieutenant by Lieutenant Governor John Graves 
18 

Simcoe. Simcoe saw the latter position as the nucleus 

of a colonial aristocracy. When Simcoe and his entourage 

travelled up the St. Lawrence to Niagara in 1792 they 
. . . 19 

visited with the Grays and stayed overnight. As early 
as 1785 a traveller referred to "Major Gray's farm at 

20 Gray's Creek," and in reference to his estate, Attorney 

General John White informed Simcoe that Gray had 

"considerably improved" his lands prior to his death in 
21 1795. There is no direct reference to the acres of bush 

cleared, but one receives the impression that the farm 

was somewhat of a showpiece in the community. Gray's wife, 

Elizabeth, died in 18 00 and the property went to their son, 

Robert Isaac Dey Gray, by then Solicitor General of Upper 
22 

Canada and MLA for Stormont and Russell. Robert Gray 

died suddenly in 1804 and in his will bequeathed the Gray's 

Creek estate to two cousins in England. It was from these 

individuals and through the medium of the Reverend 

Alexander Macdonell that John McDonald purchased his estate 

in 1816. It is probable that the land was not worked in 

the intervening years, and that the home occupied by the 

Gray family fell into disrepair. If there were habitable 

buildings on the property in 1816, McDonald did not use 

them, but chose rather to board with a local farmer until 

Inverarden was built. 
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John McDonald of Garth: Personality and Fur Trade Years, 

1771-1816 

Some knowledge of the career and character of the man for 

whom Inverarden was built, John McDonald of Garth, is 

essential to an understanding of the house in its proper 

historical, architectural, and social contexts. It is the 

purpose of this chapter to give a brief outline of 

McDonald's career while stressing his personality, his 

views and his aspirations; it is these qualities, rather 

than actual events in his life, which will help to give 

meaning to the physically restored structure. 

John McDonald was born at the family estate near 

Callendar, Perthshire, Scotland, probably in 1771 or 1772. 

His grandfather had supported Charles Stuart and was 

wounded at the battle of Culloden in 1745; his father, John 

McDonald, served as a captain in the British army. Little 

is known of John's formative years, but he was probably 

educated by private tutor. He too was destined for a 

military career but a slightly crooked right arm, the 

result of a childhood fall, barred his way. Instead, in 

1791 through the patronage of his grand uncle Major General 

John Small, a personal friend of Simon McTavish, then the 

leading figure in the North West Company, McDonald was 

bound as a clerk to the company. His early years give one 

the impression that he was the younger son of a 'good' but 

none too affluent family who was given his start through 

distant family connections, but whose success or failure 


