
 

MISSISSIPPI LUMBER BARON 
 

Peter McLaren (1831-1919) 
 
 

In the autumn of 1844 Peter McLaren left his father’s Lanark Township farm to join a 
Gillies Lumber Company shanty crew on the Clyde River. In taking a winter’s employment with 
the felling axe, he was, in many ways, like other young men of his time and place; but Mclaren 
had just turned 14 years of age and, within just a decade, would become one of the richest and 
most powerful lumber barons in Canada. 

 
Born in Lanark Township, Lanark County, Ontario, on September 22, 1831, the young 

shantyman was one of seven children1 born to James McLaren (1801-1846) and Margaret 
McLaren (1806-1885)2. His parents arrived at the Lanark settlement as children among the 
Society Settlers. His paternal grandparents, John McLaren (1786-1863) and Margaret Stewart 
(1780-1859), members of the Paisley Townhead Society, sailed on the Earl of Buckinghamshire 
in 1821, and took up a land grant at Lanark Township C-4/L-1(W). His maternal grandparents 
Peter McLaren (1779-1827) and Janet Headrick (1780-1836) were among the Muslin Street 
Society who arrived in 1820 via the Brock to settle on Lanark Township C-4/L-2(E). 

 
The Gillies Company shanty that would be Peter McLaren’s home in the bush was one 

of hundreds, operated by individuals and emerging timber companies, spread across the 
Ontario3 watersheds emptying into the Ottawa and St. Lawrence Rivers. The center of 
operations for a winter of cutting timber and skidding it onto the ice of the nearest stream, a 
shanty consisted of a cluster of rudimentary buildings; a bunk house for the men, stables for the 
horses and oxen, sheds for storing fodder and a storehouse for food and tools.  
 

The bunkhouse was constructed of large logs, notched and fitted at the corners, and 
chinked with splints of cedar, pine, moss and mud. It was roofed with ‘scooped’ timber, usually 
basswood, fitted alternately, convex overlapping concave. Inside, along the sides of its single 
great room, were two tiers of bunks where 25 to 50 men slept. To heat the shanty, an open 
fireplace, called a ‘camboose’, stood near the center of the room on a base of sand. The heated 
sand was scooped out and placed at the corner of the ‘camboose’ to form a pit in which meals 
of pork and beans with molasses were cooked, and where huge loaves of bread were baked. 
One corner of the fireplace was equipped with a ‘cremiere’, a post fitted with an arm to 
suspended pots for boiling tea and heating other food. Most shanties had a ‘van’, or camp store, 
usually located at the center of one side of the room, where workers could purchase socks, 
mitts, boots, tobacco and patent medicine. In front of each lower bunk was a bench where the 
men ate or played cards during their very brief moments of leisure time. They worked, felling 
and skidding, from sun-up to sun-down, and the brief evening hours between meal-time and 
sleep were mostly occupied by the grinding of axes, filing of saws or repairing boots and 

                                                           
1 John (1817-1883), Peter (1831-1919), James (1833-1925), Finlay (1836-1905), David (1838-1839), Janet (b.1839), Margaret 
(1843-1844). 
2 His parents were second or third cousins. 
3 Formerly Upper Canada, renamed Canada West in 1841, and Ontario in 1867. 



clothing. Entertainment was generally confined to singing, with or without music supplied by a 
logger who played the fiddle or mouth organ, and enjoyed as they worked at their house-
keeping chores.  
 

By late March most of the shanty crew returned to their farms, but a select team would 
remain to drive the logs downstream to sawmills or, in the case of squared timber, pilot rafts all 
the way to Quebec City. 

 
… the highest ambition of the young men of the district was to spend a winter in the 
shanty, and go on the drive the following spring to Quebec, where the square timber was 
taken to market. On their return, and with this experience, they deemed their education 
completed as shantymen and drivers.4 

 

 
Mississippi Valley Timber Shanty 

Each shanty served for only a season or two, until the prime timber within convenient 
reach had been felled. When one area was logged-out, a new shanty was established to exploit 
unharvested territory. Selecting new sites was the job of ‘timber cruisers’, men with the 
knowledge and skill to survey the virgin forest. Studying the size, density and quality of the 
standing forest, they chose the best locations for new shanties, with consideration for the 
availability of streams and rivers capable of floating the cut, the logistics of purchasing and 
delivering supplies, and the multitude of other factors that made the difference between profit 

                                                           
4 A letter to the Lanark Era, February 1900, headed ‘Mac’s Recollections’ as quoted in The Story of Lanark, published by the Village 
of Lanark (1962) 



and loss. Peter Mclaren was something of a lumbering prodigy. In his mid teens, Gillies made 
him a ‘timber cruiser’. 
 

McLaren and his employer, John Gillies (1811-1888), had much in common. Gillies had 
been born in Scotland, arriving in Canada at age 10 among the Society Settlers of 1821, 
although his parents, James Gillies (1766-1851) and Helen Stark (1778-1856), were not 
members of any of the Societies. The Gillies, from Kilsyth, Stirlingshire, had financed their own 
passage, and that of their five children5, on the Societies’ chartered ship David of London. John 
Gillies worked with his father clearing their lot and creating a farm at Lanark Township C-5/L-10 
until 1832 when, having reached his majority, he drew his own 100-acre plot of land at Lanark 
Township C-3/L-9(E) on the Clyde River. In 1839 he married Mary Cullen Bain (1818-1900) and 
the following year purchased the adjoining lot, C-3/L-9(W), where he built a sawmill.  
 

 
Felling a Pine 

By 1842 he was cutting timber on his own property, buying jobber logs floated down the 
Clyde, and sawing lumber for sale locally. Over the next five years the Gillies milling enterprise 
expanded to include a grist mill, oat mill and carding mill. The site became known as ‘Gillies 
Mills’. John Gillies soon expanded into the square timber trade, leasing limits and hiring workers 

                                                           
5 Janet (b.1800), John (b.1811), George (b.1813), Helen (b.1817), Isabel (b.1820). 



to man shanties higher up the Clyde, on the Mississippi River, and across the height of land into 
the Trent River watershed. His crews cut and rafted the pine down the Ottawa and St. Lawrence 
Rivers to Quebec City. In 1853, when Peter Mclaren was only 22 years of age, 
 

Gillies, in the informal way of the day, told him they would work henceforth as partners, 
and such was the basis of an agreement on which the Gillies and McLaren Company 
was founded, and on which, a generation later, the adjustment of hundreds of thousands 
of dollars turned.6 

 
When McLaren became John Gillies’ partner, quality white pine on the company’s Clyde 

River limits was beginning to ‘timber out’. In 1862 Gillies-McLaren purchased 300 square miles 
of limits on the Mississippi River from the Gilmour Company7, a territory covering the greater 
part of six townships; Palmerston, Barrie, Angelsea, Clarendon, Olden and Oso. These 
Mississippi limits became their major source of supply, but they were far up the river, around 
and beyond Mazinaw Lake, and the Mississippi watershed could be a very difficult place to drive 
logs. In many places, the river presented sharp turns, narrow channels, long shallow rapids and 
substantial water falls, while its tributary creeks, and the river itself, were frequently too shallow 
to float timber even during the freshet. Under the direction of McLaren, the Gillies-McLaren 
Company began building improvements at the most problematic locations; dredged channels, 
dams to control water levels, timber slides around rapids and falls, sluiceways and booms to 
corral the logs after they had passed through. At the same time, market conditions were 
changing. Demand for sawn lumber was proving more reliable than that for square timber, so 
Gillies-McLaren purchased the Gilmour mills at Carleton Place in 1869, completely rebuilding 
and then expanding them. 
 

In 1871, John Gillies sold his original mill, and home, in Lanark Township to John and 
James Herron8, and in 1873 he sold his share in the Gillies-McLaren holdings on the Mississippi 
River and at Carleton Place to his partner Peter McLaren for $330,000, about $6,270,000 in 
modern value9. Gillies reinvested the proceeds with his sons, James, William, John Jr. and 
David, in timber limits along the Madawaska River and mills at Braeside. Peter McLaren 
continued to harvest the Mississippi River limits, expand improvements for driving logs, and 
produce lumber at the Carleton Place mill.  

 
For 20 years, from the time he first went into the bush in the winter of 1844, Peter 

McLaren had no permanent residence. Initially he passed his winters in the lumber shanties 
along the Clyde and Mississippi, and the summer seasons back on the family farm in Lanark 
Township. As he became more deeply involved in the Gillies Lumber Company business, 
cruising new limits, and then as a partner from 1853, he seems to have lived periodically at 
Carleton Place, Lanark, Snow Road, and at the shanties he supervised. In the census of 1851 
he was living with his widowed mother and siblings in Lanark Township. The census takers of 
1861 failed to find him, probably deep in the bush somewhere in the Mississippi River basin. 

                                                           
6 A Hundred Years A-Fellin’: 1842-1942, Edited by Charlotte Whitton (1942). 
7 Allan Gilmour (1816-1895). 
8 The mills and their associated village was thereafter known as Herron’s Mills. 
9 Based on purchasing power equivalent, 1:19. There are several methods of equating the fluctuating relative value of a 2016 
Canadian dollar over the lifetime of Peter McLaren and none are an exact science. For this article, monetary values have been 
converted based on purchasing power using the on-line tool measuringworth.com. 



When he married in 1867, even though by that date he had been a full partner with Gillies for 14 
years, he still gave Lanark Township as his residence.  
 

Peter McLaren married Sophia Elizabeth Lees (1845-1923) at Perth on November 22, 
1867.  Sophia was the daughter of William Lees (1821-1903) and Mary Playfair (1826-1855), 
and a granddaughter of half-pay officer and pioneer settler of 1817, Colonel William Playfair 
(1790-1868) and his wife Sophia Cherry (1789-1881). Shortly after his marriage, he established 
a permanent residence at Perth. 

 
In about 1870 the McLaren’s purchased Nevis Cottage, then on the northern outskirts of 

the town and now at 61 Drummond Street West10. The substantial stone home had been built in 
1842 by Anglican Priest Reverend Michael Harris (1790-1855) and later owned by Donald 
Fraser (1832-1871), Barrister, Crown Attorney and Clerk of the Peace. Immediately prior to the 
McLaren purchase, the home was occupied, c1866-c1869, probably under lease from the 
Fraser family, by capitalist Thomas Aspden11. At about the same time (c187012), McLaren also 
purchased the 400-acre farm of Mathew Bell13 adjoining the Nevis property to the northeast 
(Drummond Township C-2/L-3&4).  

 
Peter and Sophia McLaren 

had five children, all born at Perth: 
Margaret Elsie (1869-1954), 
married (1803) Francis William 
Hall; Mary Isobel (1874-1927), 
married (1897) Charles Lewis 
Beurid; Annie Kathleen (1875-
1954), unmarried; James Lyon 
Playfair (1878-1934), married 
(1906) Isabel Frances Geddes; 
and William Lees (1880-1932), 
married (1910) Anna Gemmell. 
 

In the 1870s, as his family 
began to grow, McLaren made two 
additions to the house, more than 
doubling its original size to 7,700 

square feet. Built of yellow brick and extending from the back of the original stone house, the 
two-storey wing provided space for a kitchen on the ground floor, with additional bedrooms and 
servants quarters on the second floor. In 1880 he added a grand 4,700 square foot carriage 
house, also of yellow brick, complete with a turret and copper roof tiles. As his architect, 

                                                           
10 Now Nevis Estate Bed & Breakfast. 
11 From about 1866 Aspden, an English born chemist, was managing a phosphate mine in North Burgess Township and attempting 
to open an iron mine in Dalhousie Township. From 1868 he was also an investor in the Canadian Bark Works (Bathurst Township 
C-3/L-2) in partnership with Alexander Morris, William J. Morris, John Manion, John S Hart and a Boston Company. (See Mills of the 
Tay Valley by David Taylor http://www.tayvalleytwp.ca/en/discover-tay-valley/historic-mills.asp). By late January 1871 Aspden was 
living at Glen Tay and in mid-1873 he moved to London, Ontario.  
12 Mathew Bell advertised his farm for sale in the January 21, 1870 edition of the Perth Courier, asking $6,000 for the land, and 
advertising the sale of his farm implements by auction. 
13 Born in the north of England, Mathew Bell and his wife Agnes Smith settled in Drummond Township in 1831. 

Nevis Cottage 



McLaren is said to have hired the firm of Jones & Fuller14 who, between 1850 and 1866, had 
built the center block of Canadian Parliament Buildings in Ottawa. Jones & Fuller had also 
completed building St. James Anglican Church in Perth between 1858 and 186115, although the 
tower and steeple were not constructed until 1888 when Peter McLaren funded the $5,500 cost. 

  
At Nevis, Mclaren lived the life of the gentleman he was, its walls adorned with Verners16 
and Jacobis17, its rooms filled with the finest furniture18. Nevis served as the flagship for 
60019 or more acres [he] had acquired at the north-west corner of the town.20 

 
In the early 1890s, as the hamlet of Rideau Ferry began to emerge as a holiday 

destination, he also built Swiss Cottage on the Rideau as a summer residence.21 
 

When he purchased the Gillies Company, McLaren also acquired the steamboat 
Enterprise. The vessel had been built at Carleton Place in 1869 by the Mississippi Navigation 
Company as part of a larger plan to open a shipping company on the Mississippi River. The 
plan was to construct locks at Innisville and Fergusons Falls, opening navigation as far upriver 
as Lanark and Playfairville, to transport goods, lumber, manufactured cloth and iron ore for 
shipment by rail from Carleton Place. When, that scheme failed, Gillies-McLaren bought the 
steamboat at auction.  McLaren used the vessel for the next quarter century transporting 
lumber, but also rented or loaned it for community recreational use when it was not required for 
the lumber business. 
 

McLaren’s takeover of the Gillies operation was successful and uneventful until 1875. 
For more than a decade, other lumbermen operating on the upper Mississippi had conceded, 
without complaint, to Gillies-McLaren, and later to McLaren, the right to control their 
improvements on the river. Competing companies paid tolls to pass their logs through the slides 
and channels, or held back their drives until McLaren opened his dams and booms. Then, in 
1875, the Buck & Stewart Company forced its spring drive down river, cutting through the 
McLaren boom at Ragged Chute in Palmerston Township, and opening a 20-foot gap in the 
McLaren dam at High Falls in North Sherbooke Township. McLaren promptly sued for damages 

                                                           
14 Chilion Jones (1838-1912) and Thomas Fuller (1823). The Jones-Fuller partnership, however, had ended in 1863. Fuller was 
working in the United States from 1867 until 1881 when he became Dominion Architect, and by the 1870s-1880s Jones was living in 
Brockville and operating a tavern. The primary architect for the Nevis house additions and carriage house was probably Peter 
McLaren’s friend, Chilion Jones, whose wife, Eliza Maria Harvey-Jones was a noted breeder of carriage and race horses. 
15 Construction of St. James Church had begun in 1853 but, within a year or two, funding was exhausted when the walls had only 
been partly raised. Junes & Fuller redesigned the project at a lower cost and completed the project. 
16 Frederick Arthur Verner (1836-1928), a Canadian painter best known for his landscapes of the western Canadian plains. 
17 Otto Reinhold Jacobi (1812-1901), a German-Canadian painter noted for his landscapes of waterfalls and forests, portraying the 
wilderness in a heroic and romantic light. 
18 One painting from the McLaren collection, a portrait of his daughters, Margaret (1869-1954) and Mary (1874-1927), by John 
Wycliffe Lowes Forster (1850-1938), is in the collection of the Perth Museum. Forster studied at South Kensington Art School and 
Académie Julian in Paris and was a member of Ontario Society of Artists and the Royal Canadian Academy. He painted more than 
500 portraits including Sir Sanford Fleming, Timothy Eaton, Sir Wilfred Laurier, Queen Victoria and the Emperor and Empress of 
Japan. His paintings are in the permanent collections of the National Gallery of Canada and Art Gallery of Ontario. 
19 Nevis itself stood on 100 acres and McLaren may have owned another 100 acres in addition to the former Mathew Bell farm. 
20 Perth Courier, August 8, 1984. 
21 The architect was George Thomas Martin (1844) of Smiths Falls who, among a long list of local projects built: the Lanark County 
House of Industry, Perth; the Henry K. Wampole Co. factory, Perth; the Carnegie Library, Perth; and Presbyterian (United) Church, 
Balderson. 



and trespass but, before a judgement could be rendered, the legal action was terminated when 
company owner Buck was committed to the Ontario Insane Asylum.  

 
In 1879 McLaren suffered a serious set back when a huge fire destroyed over 13 million 

feet of sawn lumber in the northern part of his storage yards at Carleton Place. Fire engines and 
men rushed to Carleton Place, by road and rail, from Almonte, Arnprior, Brockville, Smiths Falls 
and Ottawa, to support hundreds of local citizens fighting to arrest the spread of the 
conflagration. But for the fact the fire broke out on a windless day, the entire town of Carleton 
Place would have been destroyed. Part of the firm’s loss was recovered from $50,000 
($1,200,00022) in insurance and another $100,000 ($2,400,00023) in damages was paid by the 
CPR (which had subsequently purchased the Canada Central) after five years of litigation. 
Canadian courts determined that the blaze had been kindled by sparks from a passing railway 
engine, but the CPR appealed and the matter was not settled until the Privy Council in London 
held the railway company liable.   
 

After the Buck & Stewart incident of 1875, peace and the status quo returned to the river 
for four years. In 1878, however, the Caldwell Lumber Company bought timber limits on the 
upper Mississippi. The following spring, taking a page from the unfortunate Buck, Caldwell cut 
McLaren dams and booms and drove his logs, from a timber limit adjacent to Buckshot Creek 
below Buckshot Lake24, through to Carleton Place. 
 
Like both Gillies and Mclaren, Boyd 
Caldwell (1818-1888) was a Society 
Settler son, having arrived in Canada at 
the age of three among a party of Paisley 
Townhead Society immigrants, via the 
Earl of Buckinghamshire, in 1821. Born at 
Lochwinnoch, Renfrewshire, Scotland, he 
was one of nine children born to William 
Caldwell (1774-1863) and Margaret 
McCallum (1788-1879). Also like the 
Gillies and McLarens, the Caldwells 
settled in Lanark Township, at C-2/L-
24(W). At the age of 12, Boyd Caldwell, 
with his 14-year-old brother Alexander 
(1815-1872), began work in the logging 
shanties of their father along the Clyde 
River. The Caldwell boys took their first raft of square timber to Quebec City in 1837 when Boyd 
was just 19 years of age. 
 

In their 20s the brothers took over operation of the Caldwell lumbering enterprise in 
partnership and then, in 1857, formed their own independent companies. Alexander continued 
cutting on the Clyde while Boyd shifted his attention to the Mississippi River where he 
                                                           
22 Based on purchasing power equivalent, 1:24 
23 Ibid. 
24 The Buckshot Creek watershed lies east of Mazinaw Lake and the creek and its tributaries flow from Buckshot Lake into the 
Mississippi River at Mud Lake, north of Ardoch. 

Log Drive 



purchased limits from Ottawa lumberman James Skead (1817-1884)25. In addition to lumbering, 
Boyd Caldwell also built a woollen mill at Lanark in 1867.  In 1869, at the same time the Gillies-
Mclaren partnership purchased the Gilmour mills at Carleton Place, the Boyd Caldwell company 
built the second large sawmill to locate there. By 1875 that steam-powered mill, managed by his 
son26 William, employed 75 men working a 10-hour day, six days a week. 
 
 When Boyd Caldwell tried to force another drive through the McLaren works in the 
spring of 1880, Peter McLaren sought an injunction in the Court of Chancery27. 
 

Common-Law held that streams navigable by a boat were commons or the equivalent of 
public highways and, as such, could not be obstructed or otherwise interfered with, by anyone, 
in any way that deprived others of their use, while non-navigable streams were held to be the 
property of the land owner through whose land they flowed. Between 1828 and 1863, however, 
several pieces of Upper Canada legislation (an 1849 statute in particular), addressing public 
access to waterways, used the term “all streams”. The legal issue raised by the McLaren-
Caldwell dispute hinged upon whether the Upper Canada legislation was intended to, or legally 
could, supersede Common-Law and be applied to “all streams” as opposed to only navigable 
waterways. McLaren held that the Mississippi River system was not navigable and that 
Common-Law applied. Caldwell argued that the legislation in force ensured that all rivers and 
streams, navigable or not, were open to public use.  
 

 
Log Flume 

                                                           
25 Skead had been lumbering along the Madawaska River since 1842. He was appointed to the Dominion Senate in 1867 and sat 
until his death in 1884. 
26 Boyd Caldwell married Dinah Waugh (1831-1905) in 1838. 
27 Also known in Ontario as the Superior Court of Justice, the Chancery Court is a court of “inherent jurisdiction”, meaning that it 
does not derive its existence from legislation, as other provincial courts do, but has jurisdiction rooted in the history of the first courts 
of England, whose authority over government actions were based on the Magna Carta. The Chancery Court traces its foundation to 
the very beginning of the Common-Law system. 
 



Also at issue within the Common-Law interpretation was whether improvements, such as 
dams and timber slides, made formerly un-navigable streams navigable, and thus also made 
such streams a public highway. In ‘a state of nature’, the Mississippi River, and its tributaries 
like Buckshot and Louse Creeks, were navigable at some points but not at others. Did the non-
navigable sections of those streams therefore make the entire water course un-navigable? 
McLaren claimed that the Mississippi River and its tributary creeks, where they flowed through 
his private property, were un-navigable streams in a ‘state of nature’ and that, under Common 
Law, those streams, including their beds, fell under his ownership. As such, he argued, he was 
at liberty to make any improvements he saw fit and to control and manage both the 
improvements and the streams at any point where the watercourses lay within his holdings. 
 On May 4, 1880, the Chancery Court agreed with McLaren and issued an ex parte 
injunction prohibiting Caldwell from passing his previous winter’s cut of 18,000 logs, then lying in 
the upper reaches of the Mississippi River, through damns, slides, sluices or canals built by 
McLaren. A month later, on June 2nd, Caldwell succeeded in having the injunction dissolved by 
the Ontario Court of Appeal. With the matter back in the hands of the Chancery Court, hearings 
were held in October and December at Brockville and Perth and on December 16th the 
Chancery Court upheld its original injunction. Caldwell immediately went back to the Ontario 
Court of Appeal and the injunction was again overturned. The courts of Chancery and Appeal 
could not agree on the interpretation of legislation governing “all streams” in the context of 
Common Law. 
 
 As the courts played judicial ping-pong, Caldwell moved on the political front. He 
prevailed upon Ontario Provincial Premier, Oliver Mowat (1820-1903)28, to have his government 
pass the ‘Rivers and Streams Act’ of 1881. That Act legislated the free passage of logs, timber, 
rafts, etc. down all waterways in the province, navigable and un-navigable, improved or 
unimproved, subject to the payment of reasonable tolls to the owners of improvements, with the 
tolls fixed by the Provincial Cabinet. Caldwell’s ability to secure such rapid legislative action was 
doubtless due to the fact that his nephew, William C. Caldwell29, sat on Mowat’s Liberal Party 
benches representing the riding of South Lanark30. It was of little assistance to McLaren that his 
father-in-law, William Lees, was also a member of the legislature, as Lees was a member of the 
opposition Conservative Party31.  
 

McLaren might have accepted the new legislation but for the fact that, in his opinion, the 
proposed tolls were too low. In a February 1881 submission to the legislature, as it debated the 
new Act, McLaren’s lawyers protested. 
 

The timber limits of Messrs. Caldwell are properly a Madawaska Limit, and in former 
years the logs and timber cut thereon were driven down that river and not down the 
Mississippi, and even now they are taking their square timber down the former stream. 
This limit was purchased by them only two years ago, and when they had ample 
knowledge of Mr. McLaren’s rights, and yet they are the only parties who have denied, 
and who, if this Bill becomes law, will share the proprietary right of Mr. Mclaren. The tolls 

                                                           
28 Premier of Ontario 1872-1896. 
29 William Clyde Caldwell (1843-1905) was the son of Alexander Caldwell (1815-1872), a brother to lumber baron Boyd Caldwell 
(1818-1888). Both Alexander and William were also in the timber business. 
30 William Caldwell did, however, recuse himself and did not vote on any of the ‘Rivers and Streams’ bills. 
31 William Lees voted against the bill. 



to which, by this Bill, Mr. McLaren will be entitled, will not pay the costs of keeping the 
accounts relating to the passage of logs. 

 
When the bill passed, McLaren turned to the Federal government of Sir John A. 

Macdonald (then holding the portfolios of both Prime Minister and Justice Minister) who 
promptly overturned the Ontario legislation on grounds that it infringed upon the rights of 
property holders. Macdonald told the House of Commons, 
 

I think the power of local legislatures to take away the rights of one man and vest them 
in another, as is done by this Act, is exceedingly doubtful, but assuming that such right, 
in strictness, does exist [i.e. Eminent Domain], I think it devolves upon this government 
to see that such power is not exercised, in flagrant violation of private rights and natural 
justice. 

 
In defiance, the Ontario government re-enacted the same bill in 1882 and 1883 only to 

have it disallowed by Ottawa on both occasions. Before the Federal Government could disallow 
the 1882 version of the Act, however, Caldwell men again cut through McLaren dams blocking a 
drive at the foot of Long Lake and brought 10,000 logs down to Carleton Place in the spring of 
1883.  

 

 
Ragged Chutes Dam 



As the battle over Ontario’s ‘Rivers and Streams Acts’ was being waged in Toronto and 
Ottawa, McLaren took his case to the Supreme Court of Canada. On November 28, 1882, the 
Justices ruled in favor of Common-Law, reversing the judgement of the Ontario Court of Appeal, 
and upheld the Chancery Court decision and McLaren’s right to control his installations on the 
river. Despite the drive from Long Lake in 1883, Caldwell still had huge amount of timber up 
river, some of which had been blocked for four seasons. 
 

Messrs Boyd Caldwell and Sons, Lanark, have 800,000 logs lying on the Upper 
Mississippi River and tributaries. They cannot get them down to the mill at Carleton 
Place on account of the decision in the McLaren versus Caldwell case and the mill is at 
present idle for want of stuff to cut.32  
 
In a final effort Caldwell appealed to the highest of all courts, the Judicial Committee of 

the Privy Council in Britain. In 1884 the Privy Council agreed that all waterways were open to 
all, and that, while private interests could charge a reasonable amount for the use of any 
improvements they had made, they could not refuse passage to anyone. The judgement also 
upheld Ontario’s authority to legislate the ‘Rivers and Streams Act’.  
 

… their Lordships agree with the Judges of the Court of Appeal for Ontario in thinking 
that there is nothing to justify any Court in construing the words "all streams" as meaning 
such streams only as are at all places floatable. They do not think that every little rill, not 
capable of floating even a bullrush, is a stream within the meaning of the Act. But when 
once it is shown that there is a sufficient body of water above and below the spot where 
the natural impediment exists, though that natural impediment renders the stream at that 
spot practically unfloatable, it does not make it cease to be a part of the stream in the 
ordinary sense of the words. 

 
Even as the Privy Council was considering Caldwell’s suit in 1884, the Ontario 

Government had passed the ‘Rivers and Streams Act’ for the fourth time. Yielding to the Privy 
Council, Canadian Prime Minister Macdonald finally let it stand. The Privy Council decision had 
a much broader impact than on the McLaren-Caldwell case alone. It played a crucial role in 
establishing fundamental principles in federal-provincial relations, making it much more difficult 
for the federal government to disallow legislation that fell under provincial jurisdiction.33 

 
Although the pay was poor and the work was hard, the isolation of a winter shanty and 

the teamwork demanded by the danger of a log drive, combined with an eye to the next 
season’s employment, bred a tribal culture among back-woods loggers that expressed itself in 
deep loyalty to their chieftain, be it Peter McLaren or Boyd Caldwell. In 1880-1884 a great 
struggle was contended along the Mississippi River as Caldwell drivers tried to force their logs 
through dams and booms defended by McLaren men. 

 
The Caldwells and the McLarens challenged each other at every bend and rapid from 
Mazinaw Lake to Ottawa. McLaren’s Depot [Snow Road], High Falls, Innisville, Carleton 

                                                           
32 Perth Courier, 1883 
33 It also provided unrestricted access to all streams and rivers for recreational purposes so much enjoyed today. 
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Place, Almonte – all had their bloody tales to tell. Hardy souls these shantymen were, 
and fighting was just one of their many skills and probably the least dangers.34 

 
 As the struggle for control was fought out in courts and legislatures, on the river itself, 
over the course of four seasons, there were many confrontations; but the ‘War on the 
Mississippi’ was never as violent as legend and lore would have it.  
 

In June 1880, when the Court of Appeal first overturned the Chancery Court injunction, 
Caldwell had a large drive stranded at Ragged Chutes, as the water flow was shut off above 
them by a McLaren dam at Crotch Lake. His son, Thomas Boyd Caldwell (1856-1932), took a 
party of five men to the lake. As they were in McLaren territory, no one would loan them a boat 
but they appropriated one and, after an all night pull across the lake, they reached the dam 
shortly before dawn. The McLaren guards at each end were found asleep. The Caldwell crew 
climbed onto the dam and began pulling out the stop-logs. The noise aroused the guards, who 
sent for reinforcements. Peter McLaren’s cousin, David (1844-1926), arrived with 25 men but, 
on the narrow dam top, along which they could only be attacked in single file, the small band of 
wreckers stood their ground. Recognizing that any attempt to recapture the dam could only lead 
to blood shed and men falling to their deaths in the flood then pouring through the dam, 
McLaren held back his loggers and watched weeks of work being destroyed. Their work 
complete, the Caldwell crew was allowed to escape the way they had come. There was, 
however, at least one serious brawl in 1881 or 1882 when McLaren men fought a Caldwell crew 
to maintain control of the timber chute at High Falls, a mile above Dalhousie Lake.  

 
The Crotch Lake and High Falls incidents must, however, also be seen in the context of 

logging life on the river in the late 19th century. Long before, and long after, the dispute of the 
1880s had been settled, wherever McLaren and Caldwell men met in a group there was likely to 
be fisticuffs; especially if it occurred where liquor was present. A riverside tavern, a village 
dance, a wedding party or funeral wake were as likely a theatre for a punch-up as a 
confrontation on the river. When the loggers passed through a village, leaving their shanties for 
home or driving logs downriver, a fight could to break out with anyone.     
 

It is reported that Mr. Caldwell’s men and those of Mr. McLaren have had a battle royal 
somewhere near Cloyne35. Both factions seem, in some places to be always loaded and 
ready to go off at the touch of some secret spring. At Innisville however, a few days ago, 
we saw the men fraternizing and apparently pleased to be near each other. One of Mr. 
Caldwell’s men of Cloyne writes to say the recent reported collision between the 
Caldwell and Mclaren men was a misconception. “Peace and unity prevail between us”, 
he adds. “The disturbance was between Mr. Caldwell’s men and the villagers”. 

 
Peter McLaren’s investments and building activities were not limited to dams and timber 

slides on the Mississippi River. The McLaren Company saw mill at Carleton Place employed 50 
to 75 men depending upon the season and, when construction of the Kingston and Pembroke 

                                                           
34 Perth Courier, August 8, 1984 
35 Addington Highlands Township. 



Railway36 reached the Mississippi River in 1878, he built a steam powered saw mill at 
Mississippi Station near Snow Road (then known as McLaren’s Depot). Such company 
infrastructure also benefited the wider population. 
 

The McLarens did much to benefit the people. They built and operated the first store, 
and also kept the first post office, which was named McLaren's Depot, the mail being 
brought by stage from Perth three times a week. They were promoters of the first school 
and church.37 

 
 Opening the Mississippi to the Caldwell Company and other competitors had little impact 
upon the growth of McLaren’s business. To keep up with the volume of incoming logs, the 
Carleton Place mill was fitted with electric light to extend the work day, an innovation predating 
the use of electric light by municipalities. Still unable to meet demand for lack of labor, in August 
1880 McLaren recruited a gang of francophones in Ottawa at higher wages than paid his local 
employees. In October, resenting the long hours and wage disparity, part of his work force went 
on strike, demanding that they be required to work no more than 13 hours daily (6:00 a.m. to 
7:00 p.m.). The work stoppage, however, lasted for less than one hour on a Friday evening. By 
6:00 a.m. Saturday morning the men had reconsidered their odds of success in dictating terms 
to Peter Mclaren and returned to work.  
 

 
McLaren Mill, Carleton Place 

 

                                                           
36 The K&P Railway (known locally as the ‘Kick & Push’) was begun at Kingston in 1872, reached the Mississippi 
River at Snow Road (McLaren’s Depot) in 1878 and the Ottawa River at Renfrew 1884. By that date the Canada 
Central Railway had already built a line from Renfrew to Pembroke so the K&P went no further. 
37 Perth Courier, August 7, 1936. 



The mill at Carleton Place sawed 20 million feet of lumber in 1883 and 22 million feet in 
188438. In the winter of 1886-1887 Mclaren had 10 shanties in operation on the Upper 
Mississippi employing 500 men and contracts with many other private jobbers cutting 
exclusively for his mills. In 1886 a trade publication described the associated McLaren 
wholesale and retail operation. 
 

The mills, for the sale of the product of which this branch was established, are located 
respectively at Carleton Place and Mississippi [Snow Road-Mississippi Station], Ontario, 
and have a joint capacity of 40,000,000 feet per annum. An immense stock of lumber, 
laths, shingles, dressed sheathing, flooring, roofing, scantling, sash door, moulding, &c., 
is constantly carried, lumber being also sawn to order on short notice. In the sample 
room, every variety of lumber, from the cheapest pine to the most costly mahogany, is to 
be found, and the second floor is devoted to the storage of manufactured articles, such 
as sash, blinds, doors, &c. Buyers can here find every conceivable variety of sawn and 
dressed lumber.39 

 
 Having made his fortune, at age 56 Peter McLaren retired from the lumber business. In 
1887 he sold the Carleton Place and Snow Road mills, and his limits in the Mississippi River 
basin, to a group of investors who formed the Canada Lumber Company. The new company 
paid McLaren $900,000 ($23,400,00040).  
 

It is said that Mr. Peter Mclaren, the well-known lumber-man, retires, after a business 
career of about twenty-five years, with a fortune of a million and a half dollars 
[$39,00,00041]. He will probably take up residence in Toronto, where it is said he 
purchased a handsome residence some time ago. It is stated by the Perth Courier that 
he is willing to invest some of his money in a blanket factory in that town. The sale of his 
property includes everything except the lumber in the yards at Carleton Place.42 

 
A year after McLaren retired, his nemesis of the river, Boyd Caldwell, died at his home in 

Lanark on August 9, 1888. Two days later McLaren’s former partner, and the man who had 
introduced him to the lumbering business, John Gillies, died at Carleton Place. 
 
 McLaren did not move to Toronto, but continued to live at Nevis Cottage in Perth. The 
blanket factory at Perth never came to pass, but, although he had put lumbering behind him, he 
had not retired from all business ventures. 
 

In 1881, a half decade before he sold his Mississippi valley lumbering interests, McLaren 
had looked west. A few miles east of Pincher Creek, Alberta, he purchased a 50-square mile 
(130 square kilometer) timber limit encompassing Mill, Star, Allison and York Creeks and a 
sawmill on Mill Creek. The mill had been established by the Canadian Government in 1879 as a 
project to support a nearby First Nations reserve, but after two years the government declared 

                                                           
38 A ‘Board Foot’ is the standard unit of volume measurement for lumber; notionally 12 inches by 12 inches by one inch or 144 cubic 
inches. 
39 Industries of Canada: Historical and Descriptive Review (1886) 
40 Based on purchasing power equivalent 1:26. 
41 Ibid. 
42 The Canada Lumberman, April 1887 



the venture a failure and sold it to McLaren. Under the management of his brother-in-law 
William Robert Lees (1851-1903) the mill was quickly turned it into a profitable operation and 
the center of the new village of Mountain Mill.  
 

Forty miles (70 kilometres) east of Mountain Mill, McLaren opened a second mill at Fort 
Macleod, Alberta, in time to profit from the 1897-1898 construction of the Crowsnest Pass 
Railway.  He sold the CPR railway ties and his loggers hand hewed the numerous Douglas Firs 
in advance of the track layers. The new rail line also served to open market access for the 
McLaren Lumber Company mills, allowing lumber to be shipped east.  

 
In 1900 McLaren built a modern mill at Blairmore, Alberta, and damned Allison Creek to 

move logs to the mill. Telephone stations were built along the six miles of flume to report log 
jams so that the water flow could be shut down. The Blairmore plant had an annual capacity of 
seven to eight million board feet. In the early 1880s coal had been discovered in the area and 
when commercial extraction began at Beaver Mines in the early 1900s, the mines provided a 
huge market for timber pit props and other construction. 

 
The original Mountain Mill operation was shut down in 1902 when most of its buildings 

and equipment were destroyed by a flood. In the summer of 1910 huge forest fires swept across 
western Alberta, destroying mining, railroad and forestry company infrastructure. The loss of 
timber was also extensive and the Mclaren Lumber Company saw most its reserves destroyed. 
The following year McLaren sold what remained of his Alberta operation to a Blairmore-based 
lumber company owned by Colonel A.G. Peucheon for $461,300 ($12,916,00043). However, it 
took McLaren nearly a decade to fully collect on the sale. Part of the transaction involved a 
$141,000 ($3,948,00044) promissory note from Peucheon that McLaren only managed to collect 
through a 1919 lawsuit. 
 

In 1962 a 7,550-foot (2,301 meter) mountain in the Crowsnest River Valley, between 
Star Creek and North York Creek east of the Flathead range, was named Mount McLaren. 
 
 Nominated by his friend Prime Minister John A. Macdonald, Peter McLaren was 
appointed to the Red Chamber in 1890, representing the senatorial district of Perth, Ontario. He 
served as a Senator for the next 29 years while continuing to pursue his business interests. On 
November 1, 1890, the Cambridge Virginia Tribune reported that, 

 
The noted Douthat Survey, encompassing 80,000 acres of mineral and timber lands, 
one of the most extensive bodies of brown hematite iron ore in the South … was recently 
purchased by Peter McLaren of Canada for $300,000 [$8,100,00045], and it is very sure 
that this marvellous wealth will not be allowed to sleep with such an amount of capital 
invested in it.  

 
The land tract known as the ‘Douthat Survey’ actually encompassed 102,000 acres. 

Located in the McGraw Gap, eight miles northeast of Covington, Virginia, McLaren purchased 
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the property from a group of Philadelphia investors at the price of $3.00 per acre. In doing so he 
acquired leases to mines operated at Iron Mountain by the Allegany Mining Company, that 
shipped ore to the Low Moor Iron Company plants at Covington and Low Moor, Virginia. In 
examining its tax base in 1893, the Virginia State Legislature, expressed some concern over low 
assessments and tax revenue on the Douthat Survey lands. 

 
[Per] the statement of the manager of the Iron Mountain Mines, the output of these 
mines, for years back, has averaged 150 tons a day for working days, say 250 per year. 
This would make the annual output about 37,500 tons, worth, at least, $1.50 per ton, 
making a total of $56,375 [$1,522,00046], on which the State should have received 
taxes. 

 
The property is leased from Peter McLaren, of Canada, and is a portion of the tract of 
102,000 acres of highly valuable mineral land lying in the counties of Alleghany and 
Bath, which is regarded as one of the finest mineral properties in the State. 

 
The owner has quite a large income from the iron ore mined at Iron Mountain. He being 
a non-resident, of course there is no income tax derived from him by the Commonwealth 
[of Virginia].47 

 
Although frequently described as representing valuable “mineral and timber lands” much 

of the timber seems to have already been cut from tract when Peter McLaren acquired it in 
1890. Most of its value lay in the ore deposits. The Virginia Geological Survey of 192248 
described the tract as “owned by Senator Peter McLaren of Perth, Ontario, Canada”, but, as 
McLaren had died three years earlier, it was actually part of his estate. The property was 
eventually sold to the Clifton Forge National Bank which, together with three Virginia 
businessmen, formed the Douthat Land Company to manage the tract. The land grant remained 
a complete parcel until the Douhatt Company donated nearly 2,000 acres, and sold another 
3,000 acres, to the State of Virginia, to become Douthat State Park in 1938, the first recreational 
park in the state.  
 
 In addition to his holdings in Virginia, Peter McLaren also had mining interests closer to 
home. In 1901 he acquired mines at North Burgess Township C-8/L-4,5&6 from the Anglo-
Canadian Phosphate Company which had abandoned work on the property a decade earlier 
when the market price of phosphates had fallen to unprofitable levels. Open trench pits had 
originally been dug for extracting apatite49, but McLaren worked them for mica50. In 1910 he 
made the property and mines a wedding gift to his son William (1880-1932) and daughter-in-law 
Anna Gemmell McLaren (1884-1975). The mica mine went out of production again in 1923, but 
William and Anna continued to live on the property. Today the site is occupied by the 
BurgessWood housing development. 
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50 A sheet silicate (phyllosilicate) used in electronic insulators, paints, as joint cement, as a dusting agent, in well-drilling mud and 
lubricants. 



 
  

 
In 1908, at the age of 77 years, 

Peter McLaren made room in his Nevis 
coach house for the first motor car 
purchased by a resident of Perth; a 1908 
Maxwell touring model.51 A mid range 
Maxwell that year was advertised at a 
retail price of $1,750 ($47,25052). 
 
 On Friday, May 23, 1919, Peter 
McLaren, aged 87 years, died at his Nevis 
Cottage home in Perth. 
 
His early years were spent as a boy on the 
parental farm and later in the lumbering 
woods, where he became an expert in the 
occupation which was his special work and 
occupation in after years, and by which he 
acquired great wealth and influence. 
 
After the sale of his limits and mills, Mr. 
McLaren retired from industrial life, and to 
bear with dignity the honors of new 
political life, he having been made a 
member of the Dominion Senate in the 
year 1890 by the Conservative 
Government of the day. 
 
The hardship of his younger days in the 

lumbering and in the drivers’ camps entailed intermittent attacks of rheumatism, and 
these lasted until the end of his life. 

 
His funeral took place on Sunday, May 25th, to Elmwood Cemetery, the Rev. Dr. Scott53 
of St. Andrew’s (Presbyterian) Church, conducting the service. Pallbearers - David 
McLaren, nephew54, Drummond; Judge W. S. Senkler55, Perth; Dr. Preston56, MPP, 
Carleton Place; George Ritchie, Barrister, Toronto; P.J.C. MacDonnell57, Manager Bank 
of Montreal, Perth; W. B. Hart58, Perth.59 

                                                           
51 In 1910 County Coroner Dr. Andrew W. Dwyre (1860-1939) followed suit and, the same year or in 1911, Perth Mayor John 
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52 Based on purchasing power equivalent, 1:27. 
53 Rev. Dr. Alexander Hugh Scott (1853-1931), grandfather of Olympic gold medal figure skater Barbara Ann Scott (1928-2012). 
54 David McLaren (1844-1926). A cousin, not a nephew; son of Peter McLaren (1813-1890) and Janet Stewart (1802-1896). 
55 William Stevens Senkler (1838-1920). 
56 Dr. Richard Franklin Preston (1860-1929). 
57 Philip John Cotter MacDonnell (1862-1940). 
58 William Brown Hart (1859-1936). 
59 Perth Courier, May 30, 1919. 



 
The trade magazine Canadian Lumberman and Woodworker also marked his passing. 
 

Peter McLaren of Perth, Ont., a veteran figure in the lumber and legislative world has 
joined the silent majority. Early in life he entered upon a successful and honorable 
business career, and he leaves a name and record revered by all and by none more 
than his fellow residents in Perth, where he spent so many years. 

 
The [McLaren] firm manufactured all kinds of sawn lumber and square timber, the former 
being for the Canadian and United States, and the latter for the European trade. A few 
years ago, he retired from active business to enjoy life at his beautiful residence ‘Nevis 
Cottage’, Perth Ont. 

 
For nearly 30 years Mr. Mclaren occupied a seat in the Dominion Senate, having been 
summoned to that distinguished body in 1890. He was a Conservative and a 
Presbyterian.60 

 
Lumberman, mine owner, farmer, 

politician and philanthropist, Peter McLaren was 
a very wealthy man. When his estate put the 
Virginia holdings on the market, the anticipated 
repatriation of sale proceeds boosted the value 
of the Canadian dollar against the American 
currency by 12%. Quoting a Canadian 
Associated Press report of March 24, 1920, the 
Perth Courier reported that, 
 

A partial explanation of the sudden 
improvement in Canadian exchange is 
offered by insiders who attribute its origin 
to the American purchase of a great 
United States property owned by 
Canadians. A property of 100,000 acres 
of Virginia timber and ore lands was 
bequeathed to the widow, three 
daughters and two sons of the late Hon. 
Peter McLaren of Perth, a member of the 
Canadian Senate. Senator McLaren died 
in May 1919 and the estate was 
probated at $1,000,000 [$13,000,00061]. 

 
Baltimore interests are now completing, or have completed, negotiations for the 
purchase of the McLaren property. The authority in the negotiations is the New York 
office of J. Pierpont Morgan62. The price mentioned in the deal is between $25,000,000 
and $30,000,000 cash. 
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Estimating the purchase price at $25,000,000 [$325,000,00063] the drop in the exchange 
today, which is attributed to the heavy offerings of the United States funds concerned 
here in a fairly dull market, will mean a loss of almost $3,000,000 [$39,000,00064] in 
Canadian funds to the McLaren estate as compared with the ruling rate a month ago 
today. 

 
On communicating with Mr. J. L. P. Mclaren65 on Thursday morning the Courier was 
given to understand that the above information is practically correct.66 

 
Peter McLaren’s will was out of date, and the court probably got it wrong, when his 

estate was probated at only $1,000,000 ($13,000,000). If the Virginia iron mines had sold for the 
sort of price postulated in the Associated Press story, McLaren’s estate might have been valued 
at as much as $40,000,000, or the modern equivalent of about $500,000,00067 (before estate 
taxes68). In reality, his net worth had, however, diminished considerably over the final decade of 
his life. He had sustained significant losses due to the flood (1902) and forest fires (1910) in 
Alberta and, despite the hype, the Virginia iron mines had not been profitable. Six years later, 
the mines were still on the market when an Ontario judge noted that, 

 
… the estate of Peter Mclaren was found to be in a very involved condition, his main 
estate consisting of a large tract of land in Virginia of very uncertain value and which has 
so far proved to be unsaleable. The resources of the estate have been somewhat taxed 
to meet the outgoing obligations for taxes etc. and the result has been that 
comparatively small sums have been paid to the beneficiaries. Owing to some dissention 
in the family as to the management of the estate, an administration decree has been 
pronounced …69 
 
His trustees were dismissed by the courts and disputes over the estate’s real value led 

to “… a coarse affair and … litigation for years”.70 Shareholders in various enterprises also 
sued, but eventually settled for about half the value of their claims. The much-loved home at 
Nevis Cottage, however, remained in Mclaren hands for another 35 years. Widow Sophia Lees-
McLaren died there in 1923 and it was only when daughter Annie Kathleen died in 1954 that the 
household was broken up. The “prestigious auction house of Ward-Price of Toronto were 
brought in and the Senator’s chattels fell under the hammer at enormous prices”.71 
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