
 

CAPACIOUSNESS, CONVENIENCE, COMFORT & BEAUTY 
 

Merchant House of A. Meighen & Bros. 

 

 

 

In the spring of 1839 an eight-member family group walked the short distance from their 

former homes in Dungiven Parish, on the outskirts of Londonderry, Ireland, to the River Foyle 

docks and boarded an emigrant ship bound for Canada. Led by Gordon Meighen (1810-1857), 

the party included his recently widowed sister-in-law, Mary McLenaghan-Meighen (1795-1886)1, 

her five sons, Arthur, Charles, Nathaniel, William and Robert (all under the age of 15 years), and 

Mary’s mother, Ann Osborne-McLenaghan (1774-1859). 

 

Upon landing at Quebec City, the Meighen party set out for the town of Perth in Bathurst 

District2, Upper Canada, where Mary McLenaghan-Meighen’s brother, Charles, had settled nine 

years earlier.3 Charles McLenaghan (1806-1893) had first worked for lawyer James Boulton 

(1801-1878), then clerked at a general store owned by Henry Glass (1799-1866), and in 1839 

was employed in the store of Henry Graham (1794-1846). The year after the arrival of his mother, 

sister, brother-in-law and five nephews Charles McLenaghan paid £90 for a property at 

Drummond Township C-9/L-6 and took up farming.  

 

Having delivered his charges to the care of Charles McLenaghan, Gordon Meighen found 

work teaching at a Perth area elementary school but soon moved on to teach in the first school 

established at the village of St. Mary’s in western Ontario. He later turned to farming in nearby 

Blanshard Township, Perth County, and married Isabella Irwin (1811-1903). Their son, Joseph 

Meighen (1846-1924) and his wife Mary Jane Bell (1848-1931), would become the parents of 

Arthur Meighen K.C. (1874-1960), ninth Prime Minister of Canada. 

  

In 1840, when the Meighen children went to live on their uncle’s farm, Arthur was 16 years 

of age, Charles 11, Nathaniel 8, William 5 and Robert 3. The four younger boys grew up in 

Drummond and received their primary education at the local school house4, followed by further 

studies at Perth Grammar School. Arthur, the eldest, who had attended school in Ireland, went 

directly to work. 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Mary’s husband, Robert Meighen (c1790-1838), born at Dungiven, County Londonderry, Ireland, was the son of Arthur Meighen 

(b.c1765) and Jane Gordon. Mary Osborne McLenaghan (1794-1866), was the daughter of Charles McLenaghan (1760-1838) and 

Ann Osborne (1782-1859) and had married Robert Meighen in 1824.  
2 Later Lanark County. 
3 Charles, son of Charles McLenaghan (b.1760) and Ann Osborne (1776-1859), emigrated in 1830 together with his elder brother, 

Nathaniel McLenaghan (1803-1896), who also settled in Drummond Township, and married (1836) Jane Morris (1813-1899). Their 
son John McLenaghan (1841-1912) represented Lanark South in the Provincial Legislature 1890-1893, was named deputy customs 
collector at Perth in 1893 and customs collector in 1897. Another c1830 McLenaghan immigrant, John or James (1811-1897), who 
lived for a time in Drummond Township and married Elizabeth Milliken, may have been another brother or a cousin. 
4 S.S. #15, McIlquaham School, at Drummond Township C-10/L-7, built in 1840, the same the Meighen’s arrived in Drummond. 



Arthur 

 

Arthur Meighen found a position in Perth as clerk in the dry-goods store owned by James 

and William Mair5, located on Gore Street East at Market Square.6 Within little more than five 

years, however, he set up in business for himself. In 1848 he opened a grocery store in a frame 

building at 12 Gore Street East and, a few years later, when that store and an adjoining property 

burned, he purchased part of the site and built a three-storey stone building at 22-24-26 Gore 

Street East with space for two stores, separated by a central stairway. In 1851 the local business 

directory advertised “Meighen, Arthur – dealer in dry goods, crockery, hardware, etc.”.7 

 

Meanwhile, Charles Meighen, next in age to Arthur, apprenticed as a carpenter and in 

time established his own construction business. The third brother, Nathaniel, died in 1850 at the 

age of 19 years, unmarried and childless8.  

   

In the early 1850s, the ‘Arthur 

Meighen Dry Goods Store’ prospered and 

expanded into the agricultural commodity 

trade. Initially this line of business was 

developed to supply the Mississippi and 

Madawaska valley timber shanties with 

provisions for the men and horses, but over 

the years would expand into an export 

business shipping local farm produce to 

Canadian cities, England, the United States 

and Japan. In order to meet the demands of 

his growing business, Arthur engaged his 

youngest brothers, William and Robert, still in 

their teens, as employees. 

 

Arthur Meighen married Janet Thomson (1828-1910)9 in about 1852 and they became 
parents of three children; Janet (1853-1914), Mary (1856-1925) and William Arthur (1858-1914). 

 

Arthur was appointed a Justice of the Peace in 1856, elected Vice President of the Perth 
Mechanics’ Institute in 1862, served as a Town Councilor 1863-1869 and sat on the Perth Board 
of Education 1865-1874. He was Treasurer of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian church for nearly a 
decade from about 1850, a Director of the Tay Navigation Company10 and, in the early 1870s, 
President of the Conservative Party’s Lanark South Riding Association. 
 

 

                                                             
5 William (1819-1864) and James Jr. (1832-1872), sons of James Mair (1789-1861) and Margaret Holmes (1796-1872). Elsewhere 

on this website see an account of their brother - Canada First: Charles Mair (1831-1927).  
6 84-86 Gore Street East, Peter’s Restaurant in 2018. 
7 Quoted via The Merchants, Professions and Tradespeople of Perth, by Gus Quattrocchi (1996). 
8 Nathaniel was originally buried in the ‘Old Burying Ground’ (Craig Street Cemetery), but his body was later moved to the Meighen 

plot in Elmwood Cemetery, Perth. 
9 Daughter of William Thomson (1801-1881) and Isabella Gilchrist (1792-1879). 
10 The second iteration of the company, when the canal was reconstructed between 1883 and 1891. 

Arthur Meighen advertisements 1853 & 1854 



Over his first 15 years in business Arthur Meighen accumulated capital, and so firmly 

established his supplier and customer base, that when a second fire gutted his Gore Street 

premises in 1866, he was not only able to absorb his losses but could take the opportunity to 

expand into the “most substantial cut-stone commercial structure in town”. In May 1867 the Perth 

Courier reported that;  

 

[The] Mair building corner of Gore and Foster, formerly occupied by Messrs. Mair & 

Company store and residence, sold at Doran’s Auction Room to A. Meighen for $6,800 … 

half cash, balance in five annual installments, with interest thereon at 8 per cent. 

 

The structure is certainly the finest and most commodious in town, being three stories in 

height, of ample length and breadth, built of the best materials, finished through in first 

class style, roofed in tin, and fully provided with all the appurtenances necessary to the 

carrying on of extensive business.11 
 

The Mair brothers, who had employed Arthur Meighen in the early 1840s at their store 

near the Market Square, built the ‘Mair Block’ at the corner of Gore and Foster Streets, and moved 

their business into that premises, in 1848, the same year that Arthur had struck out on his own. 

‘W. & J. Mair General Merchants’ operated there for 19 years until they went into bankruptcy and 

Arthur Meighen purchased the property at auction in 1867.12 Today, the ‘Mair’ or ‘Meighen’ block 

still stands as prime retail space at 41-43 Foster Street.13  

 

 
The Mair/Meighan Block, far right, Gore & Foster Streets c1880 

                                                             
11 Perth Courier, May 17, 1867. 
12 Before the Mair family owned the site, it had been occupied by a frame building, erected in 1820, owned by Porter, Gemmell and 

Company, merchants and lumber dealers. From 1836 until 1848 it was owned by Henry Glass and the location of his store where 
the Meighen brothers’ uncle, Charles McLenaghan, had worked in the 1830s. 
13 In 2018 occupied by ‘Perth Fashion Mill’, ‘Balderson Kidz’ and ‘Fashion Envy’. 



 
The Mair/Meighan Block, Gore & Foster Streets, c2018 

When the Meighen store reopened for business at its new location, it did so under a new 

ownership and management structure. The storefront sign now read ‘A. Meighen and Bros’; Arthur 

had taken his brothers William and Robert into partnership. 

 

Despite the high cost of relocating and relaunching his business, by 1868 Arthur Meighen 

had also fully rebuilt his fire damaged property at 22-24-26 Gore Street East and leased it to his 

remaining brother, Charles, who, in addition to maintaining his activities in the building trade, 

established his own grocery store in the refurbished building. 

 

Through the first years the 1870s ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ regularly advertised that, by “direct 

importation from England”, they offered; 

 

Dress Goods, Shawls, Mantels, &c. – Groceries, Crockery, Glassware, Boots & Shoes, 

Ready Made Clothing - Fresh Teas & Sugars - Good Savory Butter - Hats, Feathers, 

Flowers, Trimmings, Millinery & Fancy Goods in great variety … Tweeds, English & 

Canadian – Beavers, Pilots, Whitneys &c. – Carpets, Super, Three-ply, and Tapestry - 

Cotton Yarn in the Best quality & all colours - Grenadines, Genappines, Wilhelmina & 

Japanese Cloths, Lusters &c. - Mourning Goods a Specialty, in Cobourgs, Paramattas, 

Italian and Crapes, Lustres, Crapes - Hat Bonnets,  Trimmed & Untrimmed - Flowers, 

Feathers, Ornaments - Jet and Beaded Trimmings & Lace - Silks, Velvets, Shawls, 

Waterproofs, Hosiery, Kid & other Gloves - Sleeveless Jackets, Silk-Faced Paisley & Lace 

Shawls - Men’s Under Clothing, Dress Shirts, Handkerchiefs, Ties, Scarfs, Collars, Felt 

Hats. 

 

From the earliest days of the enterprise the firm’s weekly quarter-page advertisements in 

the Perth Courier also always reminded customers that the store was an “Agent of the Phoenix 

Fire Insurance Company of London, England”. 



 

Then on May 8, 1874 the Courier reported,  

 

… the serious illness of Mr. Arthur Meighen, senior member of the firm of A. Meighen & 

Bros. … now ill for a number of weeks … On Wednesday a consultation took place among 

his medical advisors, Dr. Campbell of Montreal, Dr. Dixon of Kingston and Dr. Kellock of 

Perth. While admitting the serious nature of his complaint … his case is not absolutely 

hopeless … they may be able to bring about his recovery. 
 

A month later, however, the Courier announced that, “After a lingering illness of months, 

Arthur Meighen Esq., one of the most notable, prominent and well-known residents of the county, 

has been removed by death to another sphere”. The newspaper went on to describe Arthur as 

having; 

 

… by his clear-headed shrewdness and foresight, not less than his suavity of manner 

towards the public, worked up a general business second to none in this district perhaps 

outside Ottawa. Mr. Meighen had accumulated a fortune during his mercantile career. 

 

He was a liberal friend to his customers, seldom or never pushing to extremity those 

indebted to him, while his sound practical advice was always of assistance to those 

wanting it on business or family matters. 

 

His funeral, which took place on Tuesday last, was one of the largest ever witnessed in 

this County. 

 

More than a thousand people followed 49-year-old Arthur Meighen’s casket to Perth’s 
Elmwood Cemetery.  
 

Arthur Meighen had been the founder and initial driving force of the business that bore his 

name, but for nearly 20 years he had worked closely with his brothers, William and Robert. They 

were, therefore, well equipped to carry on and chose to do so with no change of company name. 

The enterprise continued to operate as ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ and by the late decades of the 19th 

century it had become the largest mercantile house in Lanark County. 

 

Charles  

 

 Charles Meighen, the second son, four years younger than Arthur, did not achieve the 

prominence and wealth of the brothers who were partners in ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ He did, however 

leave is own mark on the history and development of Perth.  

 



A carpenter, building contractor and, for 20 years, 

also a shopkeeper, from 1872 through 1876 Charles also 

held the posts of municipal Fire Inspector and Street 

Inspector. In the latter capacity he was responsible for 

designing and supervising projects such as the 

construction of a post office within Town Hall, alterations at 

the Court House, building sidewalks and bridges, etc. Late 

in life he became an employee of ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’, “in 

charge of the back store … until his burden of years 

compelled him to give up that and all other kinds of active 

life”.14 

 

Charles served two terms on Town Council, 1867-

1870, but it was in 1866 that he found his public service 

niche when appointed to the Perth Board of Education to 

complete the term of a board member who had died. He 

committed himself to local education issues with such 

dedication and passion that he went on to serve as a Trustee for 52 years, being returned to two-

year terms, by acclamation, 26 consecutive times. Between 1901 and 1906 he served as Board 

Chairman and was also Chairman of the Public School Contingent Committee for 35 years. 

 

Charles Meighen married Jane Stone (1838-1891)15 in about 1856 and had a family of 

nine children; Mary (1858-1951), Nathaniel (b.1860), Jane (1862-1865), Robert Scott (1865-

1939), Isabella (1867-1893), Arthur (b.1873) Charles Osborne (1876-1957), Harriet Maude (1877-

1955) and Ethel L. (b.1879).  

 

Over many years Charles was an active member and frequent president of the Perth 

Horticultural Society. His “home garden was moral of flower and plant life”16 and he was a driving 

force pushing town council into many municipal beautification projects. Like his brothers, he was 

an ardent imperialist and for decades was a leading figure in organizing the town’s annual Empire 

Day celebrations. 

 

Charles Meighen died, aged 88 years, in 1917 and was buried in the Meighen plot at 

Elmwood Cemetery. 

  

Robert 

 

Shortly before he was made a partner in ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’, Robert Meighen met 

George Stephen (1829-1921), then a Montreal-based dry goods importer and wholesaler. The 

exact time and place of that meeting is unknown, but it probably occurred in connection with 

frequent trips Robert and his brothers made to Montreal procuring stock for the Perth store, or 

arranging the sale and shipment of agricultural produce from Lanark County farmers. The meeting 

may also have been associated in some way with the fact that in 1866 Stephen partnered with 

                                                             
14 Perth Courier, September 7, 1917. 
15 Daughter of John Stone (b.1810). 
16 Perth Courier, September 7, 1917. 

Charles Meighen (1829-1917) 



Bennett (1833-1910) and William (1839-1928) Rosamond in the B. & W. Rosamond & Company 

woolen mill enterprise at Almonte. However they first crossed paths, in time their meeting would 

prove one of the most important in the history of Canadian business, commerce and finance.   

 

 Initially the men were drawn closer when George Stephen introduced Robert Meighen to 

his youngest sister, Elspet ‘Elsie’ Charlotte Stephen17 (1836-1917), and on July 28, 1868 Robert 

and Elsie were married at Montreal. The couple settled in Perth and soon had three children; 

Francis (1871-1946)18, Mary Elsie (1872-1967) and Margaret Isabella (1878-1927).  

 

Robert continued to play an active role in the affairs of ‘Meighen & Bros.’ for another 

decade, and in 1876-1879 he served with his brother Charles on the Perth Board of Education. 

Then, in 1881, while remaining a partner in ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’, he moved to Montreal to join 

the management team of his brother-in-law’s growing business empire. 

 

Over the decade and a half since first meeting Robert Meighen, George Stephen had 

assembled a large business conglomerate. He owned the Canada Cotton Manufacturing 

Company and a number of other Quebec and Ontario textile mills. He had major interests in the 

Montreal Rolling Mills Company, a manufacturer of nails and iron rods, the Canada Rolling Stock 

Company, manufacturing railway equipment, the St Paul, Minneapolis & Manitoba Railroad, Sun 

Mutual Life Insurance Company, and was a director of the Bank of Montreal. Then, from the 

summer of 1880, on behalf of his first cousin Donald Smith (1820-1914), later made Lord 

Strathcona, and other partners, Stephen successfully led negotiations to secure the contract to 

build the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). When the CPR was incorporated in February 1881, 

George Stephen was named company President. He had, however, miscalculated the time and 

effort building a railway to the Pacific would demand, conceding in November 1881 that the 

undertaking was “assuming dimensions far beyond my calculations.”19 He asked his brother-in-

law, Robert Meighen, for help. 

 

    
       Donald Smith, Lord Strathcona     George Stephen, Lord Mount Stephen 

 

                                                             
17 Daughter of William Stephen (1801-1891) and Elspet Smith (1804-1895). 
18 Francis (Frank) became a Major General in the Canadian Army. 
19 Dictionary of Canadian Biography. 



With George Stephen20 mired in the financial, political and engineering complexities of 

building the CPR, Robert Meighen quickly found himself not only managing the rest of Stephen’s 

interests, but pulled into the railway business as well. In 1882 he became involved in management 

of the Ontario and Quebec Railway (OQR). He negotiated an OQR right of way for construction 

of a line from Perth to Toronto21, thus providing the CPR a leased connection between Montreal, 

Ottawa, and Toronto. As that project got underway the Perth Courier edition of February 17, 1882 

published the following advertisement;  

 

75,000 Railway Ties Wanted – To be delivered on or before the 1st of July, along the line 

of the Ontario and Quebec Railway – Tamarac, Cedar, Hemlock, Ash or Oak will be 

accepted – Farmers and other parties desirous of contracting for part of the above will 

please apply at the office of Arthur Meighen & Bros., Perth – Robert Meighen, Perth, Feb. 

11th, 1882. 
 

In 1884 Robert Meighen was drawn further into the business of railways when he 

succeeded Stephen as President of the New Brunswick Railway Company, which Stephen and 

his syndicate had acquired in 1880 to provide the CPR with an eastern line and terminus. 

 

In 1889 Meighen became President 

and Managing Director of the ‘Lake of the 

Woods Milling Company Limited’ (LWMC), 

an enterprise established by the CPR 

syndicate to take advantage of western 

grain production and to provide freight traffic 

for the railway. The firm developed one of 

the largest industrial complexes in Ontario 

at Keewatin (Kenora) and sold its flour 

under the band name of ‘Five Roses’, which 

became one of the world’s leading brands. 

As the LWMC expanded it acquired the 

‘Portage Milling Company’, constructed 

grain elevators in Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan, and added mills in 

Winnipeg, Montreal, and Saint John. By 1906 the LWMC was the largest flour milling concern in 

the British Empire. 

 

As LWMC and other CPR associated businesses grew, Robert Meighen prospered. In 

1886 he estimated his net worth at $87,750, the bulk of which was still vested in ‘A.  Meighen and 

Bros.’ at Perth. In 1889 his annual salary from the LWMC alone was $5,000 and his net worth 

had grown to $121,500 (about $3.4 million in 2018 dollars).  

 

                                                             
20 George Stephen was made a baron in 1886 and granted a peerage by Queen Victoria in 1891, thereafter becoming known as 

Lord Mount Stephen. He became the richest man in Canada and closely associated with George V, whose wife, Queen Mary, was a 
lifelong friend. 
21 Built by the Ottawa & Quebec Railway construction began in 1882 and was completed in 1884. 



In 1894 Robert and Elsie 

Meighen and family moved into the 

mansion that George Stephen had built 

in 1883, at a cost of $600,000, at 1440 

Drummond Street in Montreal’s 

Golden Square Mile. Considered 

among the most magnificent residences 

in the city, Meighen first rented the 

house and then bought it in 1900. After 

his death it became the exclusive Mount 

Stephen Club in 1929 and, in 2006, was 

converted into a boutique hotel.22 

 

In 1901 Stephen asked Meighen 

to become a director of the ‘Canada 

North-West Land Company’ (CNWLC), a British-Canadian syndicate formed in 1882 at the 

instigation of the CPR to obtain capital to complete the railway. The CNWLC acquired large tracts 

of CPR land23 and sold most of its shares on the London market. From its formation the company 

had performed poorly but when Meighen took over its shares enjoyed a spectacular rise from $10 

in 1901 to $475 in 1906, the result of 750,000 acres of land sales. 

 

Robert Meighen also had substantial holdings in, and was a 

director of, the New Brunswick Railway Company, the New Brunswick 

Land Company, the Cornwall (Cotton) Manufacturing Company, the 

Saint John Bridge & Railway Extension Company, the Bank of 

Toronto, the Dominion Transport Company, the Montreal Street 

Railway Company and was elected to the board of the CPR in 1908. 

 

Meighen also became chairman of the Canadian board of 

Phoenix Assurance Company of London24, whom ‘A. Meighen & 

Bros.’ of Perth had represented as agents since the earliest days of 

the family business. 

 

In the public sphere he was a director of the Parks and Playgrounds Association of 

Montreal, a governor of the Royal Victoria, Western, and Montreal Maternity hospitals and vice 

president of the King Edward Memorial Committee of Montreal. Robert Meighen held seats on 

the Montreal Board of Trade, the Montreal Corn Exchange Association, was a member of several 

prestigious clubs and president of the New Brunswick Fish and Game Club. 

                                                             
22 Designated a national historic site in 1975. 
23 Land granted to the CPR by the Government of Canada as subsidy to build the railroad. 
24 The Phoenix Assurance Company had been founded in England in 1786. 



 

Politically Robert Meighen was a Conservative Party 

supporter and contributed substantial funding to the election 

campaigns of his younger cousin, Arthur Meighen - MP for 

Portage la Prairie, Manitoba, 1908-1926; party leader 1920-

1926, 1941-1942; Prime Minister 1920-1921 & 1926; and 

Senator 1932-1941.25 Robert Meighen was also a passionate 

advocate of the British Empire and an arch imperialist. The 

Montreal Gazette reported that when Joseph Hodges Choate 

(1832-1917), American Ambassador at the Court of  St. 

James 1899-1905, asked Meighen “when Canada was going 

to throw in her lot with the United States, that the Montreal 

imperialist declared that it was customary for the larger unit to 

absorb the smaller, and no doubt at her pleasure Canada 

would follow the established precedent”. 

 

Despite his many business interests, Robert Meighen 

retained his stake in ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ at Perth until he 

retired from the firm at age 72 in 1909, dissolving the 

partnership and leaving his brother William and his nephew 

William Arthur (1858-1934), who had inherited his father, Arthur’s, shares in the company, in 

possession of the business. 

 

On the hot sultry evening in July 13, 1911, shortly after returning home from his office, 74-

year-old Robert Meighen collapsed and died. He was buried in Mount Royal Cemetery, Montreal.  

 

From his estate, valued at $2,208,425 (about $61 million in 2018), he left bequests to the 

Protestant Hospital for the Insane in Verdun, Quebec26, the Montreal General Hospital, and 

Erskine Presbyterian Church in Montreal. His brother, Charles, was left an annuity of $1,000 plus 

the provision that, upon his death, Charles’ unmarried daughter, Harriet Maud (1870-1955), would 

receive an annuity of $600. The bulk of his estate passed to his wife and children. After 

establishment an $800,000 trust for the benefit of the descendants of his son and daughter27, his 

widow, Elsie Stephen-Meighen, was provided the income from his entire remaining estate during 

her lifetime, with instructions that should that income ever fall below $40,000 ($1 million) a year, 

the deficiency would be made up from the capital.  

 

                                                             
25 Arthur Meighen (1874-1960) was something of a hard luck politician. He was the Solicitor General who introduced the 1917 bill 

imposing WWI conscription, thus crippling the Conservative Party in Quebec and leading to the defeat of Conservative governments 

in 1921 and 1926. In 1941, during WWII, as Conservative Party leader, he again campaigned in support of conscription, leading his 

party to another defeat and losing his own seat. When the federal government commissioned Montreal sculptor Marcel Braitstein in 

1968 to produce a statue of Meighen for Parliament Hill, the highly stylized result was judged too ugly for display and it remained 

hidden in an Ottawa warehouse until 1987 when it was finally installed in Lind Park in his hometown of Mt. Mary’s, Ontario. His official 

House of Commons portrait, by Ernest George Fosbery of Ottawa, although hung in the late 1940s, was never officially unveiled 

because on the day scheduled for the ceremony Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent called in sick. The unveiling was postponed and has 

yet to be re-scheduled. 
26 Today the Douglas Mental Health University Institute. 

27 The trust went to considerable lengths to ensure that no money would ever go to the husband of his youngest daughter, Margaret. 

She had married Robert O. Harley, a physician who spent most of his life moving around Scotland and England to escape his creditors. 

Robert Meighen (1837-1911) 



 

William 

 

After eldest brother and company founder Arthur Meighen died in 1874, and youngest 

brother Robert left for Montreal six years later, William Meighen was the last of the Irish-born 

brothers still actively engaged in the management and operations of ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ at Perth.  

 

Arthur Meighen’s only son and inheritor, William Arthur Meighen, became a junior partner 

in 1885 and played an active role in the business for three decades, but when he died in 1914, 

senior partner William was left as sole proprietor of ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’  

 

The breadth of ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ commercial interests is demonstrated by their 

participation in the Philadelphia International Exhibition of 187628, where they were exhibitors in 

the Mining and Metallurgy Department promoting Lanark County mined Phosphate of Lime. 

Meanwhile, back in Perth, the store’s weekly advertisements were promoting,  

 

Denims, Ducks, Tickings, Buttons, Parasols & Sunshades, Prints (American and English).  

Furs: Mink, Ermine, Grebe, South Sea Seal, & cheaper classes. 

Men’s Hats: English and Canadian in Fur & Felt. 

Men’s Shirts: White Dress, Oxford & Regatta Styles. 

All goods marked in plain figures, and cash buyers will find prices to suit.  

Cash paid for butter and all kinds of country produce. 

 

In September 1890 the Perth Courier published a lengthy article under the headline, “A 

Glance at the Town and Some of its Business Institutions” that described, in some detail, facilities 

of the ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ store in the final decade of the 19th century. 

 

The business … is one of the oldest established among our mercantile institutions. It was 

founded by the late Mr. Arthur Meighen some 40 years ago. The present firm consists of 

Mr. W. Meighen, Mr. R. Meighen and Mr. W. A. Meighan. 

 

The business has always been recognized as a leading one in this section of the province 

and in it Perth has the advantages of a general store which offers the people all the 

benefits to be had in cities. Its influence in stimulating the volume of business and in 

drawing trade to the town, has been marked. 

 

Aided by long experience, and a high commercial standing, they buy to advantage from 

the best foreign and domestic markets for cash and the store is always abreast of the 

times. The customer here is assured of getting the best value. For every season the store 

has its attractions in the newest, latest and best good in the market, embracing staple and 

fancy dry goods of all kinds, millinery, carpets, provisions, crockery, glass and china 

wares, etc. The business is deservedly popular, and its trade extends of the surrounding 

country. The firm do a large produce business always paying spot cash for grain, butter, 

eggs, etc. 

 

                                                             
28 Marking the centennial of the United States of America. 



The firm are about entering upon extensive improvements by which the present premises 

will be converted into a modern establishment. The store will be refitted throughout. A 

large plate front will be put in, and capacity enlarged by the addition of adjoining apartment, 

making a fine double store, which with handsome shelving and all modern improvements 

will be an institution credible to the town.29 

 

The store described in that report was, in terms of space, furniture and fixtures, essentially 

the store Arthur Meighen had purchased from W. & J. Muir a quarter century earlier. By the 

following summer, however, extensive renovation, refurbishment and modernization of the 

building at Gore and Foster Streets had erased all traces of the Muir era, giving Perth and Lanark 

County their first true department store. 

 

Meighen & Bros., merchants, this week occupy the whole of their enlarged premises, and 

can now boast of the largest and most complete store building in the Ottawa Valley, 

outside the capital city. 

 

They now occupy the whole of the original Muir/Meighen block, which comprises an area 

of 60 X 60 feet, three stories high. The lower flat is divided into two compartments each 

30 X 60 feet, and connected by capacious archways, front and rear. These have a front 

of almost continuous plate glass, the two show windows alone measuring 116 X 120 

inches and 137 X 120 inches respectively. On these are affixed the firm’s signs, 

comprising two sets of handsome gilt letters ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ made by the ‘Brilliant 

Sign Letter Company’ of Toronto. With these windows handsomely decorated with showy 

goods, the effect will be at once charming and impressive.  

 

The corner room will be devoted to general dry-goods, and its twin brother on the other 

side to groceries, glassware and crockery. The two latter departments will hereafter 

receive marked attention. The second story will be used as a show-room in this 

department. The carpet department will take up the third flat. 

 

On the ground floor, handsome counters, with round corners, and made of cherry wood 

take the place of the old ones, the shelving being also of cherry of a handsome pattern. 

The cornice is finished in several non-obtrusive tints, nicely blended. The floor has been 

renewed in maple, and a wooden ceiling replaces the old one of plaster. The commodious 

stair case is built of maple and cherry. All the upper windows have been renewed with 

new sashes and enlarged panes of glass, and the exterior walls repointed on two sides of 

the building. Six electric lamps light the large rooms in the lower two flats, four below and 

two above, and the place is heated with Gurney’s hot water system. 

 

The Messrs. Meighen can now congratulate themselves on having store premises which 

for capaciousness, convenience, comfort and beauty, have no peer in the county.30 
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Meighen & Bros., Gore & Foster Streets, at about the time it was refurbished in 1890. 

 
As proud as they may have been of their fashionable and modern retail store, ‘A. Meighen 

& Bros.’ always dedicated equal attention the other essential part of their enterprise. From the 
day Arthur Meighen opened the doors of his first shop in 1848, buying and selling the produce of 
Lanark County farms had been a mainstay of the business. The firm was particularly successful 
in this branch of business because, from the outset, they disavowed purchasing by exchanging 
store credit, script or barter, but always paid cash for potash, butter, eggs, pork, poultry, oats, 
wheat, corn, barley, rye, timothy seed, peas and raw furs. 
 

The annual ‘Poultry Fair’, held each November or December, was an event of major 

importance to both area farmers and agricultural commodity traders like the Meighens. 

 

Perth Poultry Fair will be held on Friday and Saturday 7th and 8th December. More than 

the usual number of American and Canadian buyers will be present. Sellers will please 

bear in mind that it will be greatly to their interest to bring in their poultry well fatted, good 

condition and carefully and neatly dressed in accordance with the usual instructions. 

Sellers will find it to their advantage to drive (before selling) into the business part of town 

where the leading buyers will be found, and the highest prices obtained. – Arthur Meighen 

& Bros.31 

 

In their turn, on the morning of ‘Poultry Fair’ the streets of Lanark County towns filled with 

buggies and wagons (and later trucks and cars) loaded with chickens, turkeys, ducks and geese, 

dressed and cleaned, for sale to the highest bidder. Well into the afternoon farmers haggled with 

representatives of not just ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’, but buyers from as far away as Toronto, Montreal 

and Boston, until all of the fowl had been sold and carried to the CPR station for shipment. In 

most years at Perth ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ purchased and shipped between one and two tons of 

fowl. 
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Poultry Fair at Smiths Falls c1888 

 

The Meighen firm regularly advertised in the Perth Courier and other area newspapers to 

purchase the full range of Lanark County farm produce. 

 

We are prepared to buy any quantity of well cleaned, merchantable grains – Oats, peas, 

Buckwheat and Rye, for which the highest price will be paid – A. Meighen & Bros.32 

 

Oats Wanted – owing to the advance in British markets, we make further advance in the 

price here to 35 cents which we are now paying. We are always buying and watch the 

market, and you can depend at all times upon getting the highest price the markets 

warrant. We are prepared to take any quantity, but we want clean white oats. The British 

markets want the best of everything – Arthur Meighen & Bros.33 

 

 Because of the tariff regime of the time, most of the Lanark County grains traded by ‘A. 

Meighen & Bros.’ went to city markets like Montreal or to England, although some consignments 

were shipped to the United States. 

 

Messrs. A. Meighen & Bros., of this town, have brought in about 20,000 bushels of oats 

[640,000 lbs. / 290 metric tons], and in a few days intend shipping them. They are intended 

for the English market. They want as many oats as they can get still to make the shipping 

quantity large.34 

 

 The company also regularly purchased dairy products for export and, in 1891, the local 

newspaper reported that, 
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A second shipment of cheese from Riverside Factory, Perth, was made on Wednesday 

by Messrs. A. Meighen & Bros. to Japan and China. The shipment comprised 300 boxes 

and was necessarily of a high grade.35 

 
In November 1893 Charles McLenaghan, who in 1839 had provided the brothers and their 

widowed mother their first home in Canada, died on his Drummond Township farm. In his obituary 
McLenaghan was described as “… a man of much shrewdness and sober, careful habits”, and 
that “he left quite an estate behind him … over $70,000 to be divided equally among the members 
of his family, having given each a handsome sum besides”.36 In 2018 that estate would be valued 
at more than $2 million, a very substantial sum for a one-time shop clerk turned township farmer. 
One may wonder if McLenaghan had not taken an early financial interest in his nephews’ business 
endeavors. 
 

Each spring, through the 1890s and the first decade of the 20th century, the Perth Courier dedicated 
several columns of its news pages to describing “The Millinery Openings” at Perth’s larger dry goods stores 
like ‘Shaw & McKerracher’, ‘J. H. Mendels’ and ‘A. Meighen & Bros’. The March 1902 report provides a 
sense of shopping for an Easter bonnet at the Meighen store in the years immediately preceding 1900. 
 

It is not difficult to justify the annual recurrence of the spring milliner opening throughout the 

land. It is fully in accord with the “eternal fitness of things” that the ladies should, like nature, 

array themselves in new, fresh, attractive garb in the spring time. And what sets off a woman’s 

charm like a dainty, suitable hat. 

 

Drapings of Indian silks, fullards, art muslins, ribbons, etc., together with fine large mirrors, 

combined with the soft light from the windows to give the display of A. Meighen & Bros. a 

most pleasing appearance. Miss [Etta] Lappin, under whose care the department is now 

placed, and Mr. [Samuel] Thornbury, whose artistic eye is responsible for the effect of the 

display, have won for themselves and their firm particular credit this season. Here is seen to 

excellent advantage the happy effect of the artistic blending of soft shades and delicate 

materials and the fine results that may be secured from flat shapes especially from the hat of 

the season, the “Floradora”, which even a man can appreciate.37 

 

In addition to operating the largest mercantile firm in eastern Ontario, William Meighen, like 

his brothers, was an active participant and leader in public affairs. He sat on Perth Town Council 

continuously for more than 20 years, from 1876 until 1895, and served as Mayor for two terms, 

1883-1886. In 1890 he was elected the first president of the Perth Board of Trade, a position he 

held until 1907. He was treasurer of St. Andrews Presbyterian Church for 50 years, 1864-1914, 

and when he stepped down from that position the congregation elected him Chairman of the 

Board of Managers. 
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For many years William sat with his brother, Charles, on the Perth 

Board of Education, following in the footsteps of their brother Arthur 

who had been a trustee before them. William served as Board 

Chairman 1913-1917 and as Chairman of the Public School 

Contingency Committee in 1907. In the same year he was named 

President of the Perth Cemetery Board. 

 

Having replaced his brother Arthur in the position, William was 

also, for many years, President of the Conservative Party’s Lanark 

South Riding Association. 

 

William Meighen married Harriet Francis Nichol (1845-1907)38 at 

Perth in 1868. Their children were – Edna Stewart (1868-1943), Laura 

Osborne (1873-1920), Dr. William Arthur (1873-1934), James Muller 

(1875-1937), Robert Ernest (1878-1957), Harriet Mable (1877-1967), 

Isabel Louise (1880-1957), Gertrude Craig (b.1882), Morna E. 

(b.1883), Leonora Maxwell (1886-1936), Desmond Nichol (1887-

1954). 

 

William Maxwell Meighen, aged 83 years, died at his Perth home 

on February 26, 1917, an apparent victim of the first wave of the 

Spanish Flu epidemic39. 

 

On Friday last he was at his accustomed place in his store and office, 

but then or shortly after he was attacked by that dreadful disease, 

pneumonia, and in less than one short week the end came, all the skill 

of the local doctors and a noted specialist, Dr. Martin of Montreal, 

proving of no avail to ward off the final summons.40 

 

William’s obituary in the Perth Courier went on to observe that 

the ‘A. Meighen & Bros.’ enterprise was then, 

 

… the oldest in town of any kind, and all this time survived all 

competitors. In its palmiest days there was no business as large and 

comprehensive in the two counties, produce buying and selling being 

one of the great features of its trade.41 

 

 

                                                             
38 Daughter of Dr. James Steward Nichol (1772-1864) and Mary D. Isabella Muller (1810-1889). 
39 William and Charles Meighen died only seven months apart, in February and September 1917; perhaps coincidently (both were 

old men) or perhaps both killed by the epidemic. Pneumonia was almost always the reported final cause of death for Spanish Flu 

victims. 
40 Perth Courier, March 2, 1917. 
41 Ibid. 



As William Meighen’s funeral cortege made its way to the family plot at Elmwood 

Cemetery, “… the corporation [town] flag was at half-mast and the town bell tolled”.42 

 

With the death of William Meighen, 

ownership of the business passed to his 

inheritors who announced that, for the first 

time since elder brother Arthur Meighen 

took his siblings into partnership in 1866, 

the name of the company would change … 

however slightly; 

 

We beg to announce a change in the 

organization of the business of A. Meighen 

& Bros. which was formerly owned by the 

late William Meighen. The members of his 

family are continuing the business and for 

that purpose a company has been formed 

under the Ontario Companies Act, 

 

The members of the company take this 

opportunity of thanking all the customers of 

the late firm for their patronage in the past and hope that the future management of the 

business will justify a continuance of the same – Arthur Meighen & Brothers Ltd.43 

 

The new company was comprised of William’s sons Dr. William A. Meighen (1873-1934), 

President, and James M. Meighen (1875-1937), Vice President & Treasurer, and his daughter, 

Leonora M. Meighen, Secretary. Day-to-day management of the store was in the hands of James 

M. 

 

On May 23, 1924 ‘Arthur Meighen & Brothers’ marked its 75th Anniversary with “three days 

celebration”.44 On the final day nearly 2,000 guests attended an event held in the store and “the 

occasion was honored by the presence of the Right Honorable Arthur Meighen [former Prime 

Minister] and his charming wife”.45 The Courier added that “One noticed mingling through the 

crowd the familiar face long associated with the Meighen business … Hugh Robertson, who, 

though no longer actively connected with the business is a valued family advisor of every member 

of the firm”. 46 For 45 years Hugh Robertson (1845-1925) had been “accountant and confidential 

adviser of the firm …”  

 

                                                             
42 Perth Courier, March 9, 1917. 
43 Perth Courier, July 4, 1919. 
44 Perth Courier, May 23, 1924. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Perth Courier, May 23, 1924. 

Meighen family plot, Elmwood Cemetery 



 
 

In the year of its 75th Anniversary the store advertised, 
 

Crockery – Dinner Sets, Tea Sets, Bedroom Sets, White Granite Ware 
Canned Goods – Jellies, Prunes, Preserved Figs, Almonds, Raisins, Currants47 

 
When William Meighen died in 1917 ‘A. Meighen & Brothers Ltd.’ was still a major player 

in the economy of Perth and Lanark County, but, as his obituary suggested, its “palmiest days” 

were passing. “New transportation networks, agricultural markets and a cash-and-carry system 

of retail trade [was making] the small-town general store redundant”48. In 1895 it had been found 

more profitable to carve off some rental space on the store’s ground floor to accommodate ‘Rudd 

& Neilson Jewelers’, in about 1900 a part of the second floor had been rented to the ‘Bell 

Telephone Company’ to house its telephone exchange and in 1919 the entire third floor was 

leased to ‘Taber Business College’. 

 

The arrival of telephone service in Perth had, however, presented ‘A. Meighen & Brothers 

Ltd.’ with an opportunity to offer a new service to its customers. 

 

Telephone 353 – When you are unable to make a trip to the store for something you want 

in a hurry, we will see that you get what you want, and the same careful attention and 

prompt service that you get in the store will be given to every order. Goods can be returned 

if not entirely satisfactory. – Arthur Meighen & Brothers Ltd.49 
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The “Meighen’s Grocery Specials” for Saturday April 13, 1929 were advertised as,  
 
3 pkgs. Corn flakes 29¢; large bottle catsup 23¢; 4 lb. tin Sherriff’s marmalade 65¢; 7 rolls 
toilet tissue 25¢; 3 tins Aylmer soup 29¢; 2 pkgs. corn starch 25¢; 2 tins corn 25¢; 2 tins 
tomatoes 35¢; 2 tins peas 24¢; special price on sugar”50;  

 
but six months later the grocery department closed. The space was leased to competitor 
Dominion Stores who moved into the Meighen building from their prior location across the street 
in the Doyle Block. Then, in May 1930 it was all over. 

 
After 82 years of honorable business dealings in Perth, Arthur Meighen & Brothers are 
closing their doors to the business life of Perth forever. The entire Stock and fixtures to be 
completely closed out to bare walls … $20,000 worth of Canada’s finest products thrown 
to the public at prices that will make a sweeping, decisive, close-out in 15 days selling …51 

 

On Saturday August 2, 1930, at the end of one last busy day of trade, the doors of ‘Arthur 

Meighen & Brothers Ltd.’ were locked for the last time. The firm had been in continuous business 

for 82 years, but the day of small-town general dry goods stores, and local trade in agricultural 

commodities, was rapidly passing, and the stock market crash 10 months earlier (October 24-29, 

1929) warned of worse to come. 

 

The historical firm of Arthur Meighen & Brothers, Ltd., in business in Perth since 1848, 
ceased business after a long and honorable career in the mercantile life of Perth. The 
enterprise of the firm was never questioned … and by their honourable and straight 
forward manner in dealing with the public won the esteem and respect of all.  There was 
no firm in this section of eastern Ontario more widely or favourably known than the 
Meighen firm.  

 
The Meighen block is now in the hands of the carpenters who are renovating ... The 
ground floor will be used by Chainway Ltd.,52 of Toronto, who will open a business there 
next month. The second floor will be devoted to offices.  The third floor will be divided into 
apartments. The other businesses [already] occupying the remainder of the block are the 
Dominion Stores and Rudd & Neilson on the ground floor, Bell Telephone Co. on the 
second floor and the Taber Business College on the third floor.53  

 
- Ron W. Shaw (2018) 
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