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Lachlan McCallum - the penniless son of a widowed Tiree crofter - arrived in British North America in 1842.  He eventually became one of the wealthiest and most prominent citizens of his community in Canada West (Ontario after 1867).  
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Lachlan McCallum was born 15 Mar 1823, third of the five sons of Malcolm McCallum and Mary McDonald of Cornaigbeg.  After brief elementary schooling, he became an apprentice boat-builder (perhaps with his father who practiced the trade).  When he was in his "tender years", his father died leaving Lachlan and his brothers to support their mother and help with her croft.  Later in life, he described the dangers he experienced in his teens while working on fishing boats.  


In 1842, 19-year-old Lachlan immigrated to Canada with his mother, two of his brothers, and his maternal grandmother.  These relatives settled in Brock Township, Upper Canada/Canada West, where there were other Tiree emigrants, but Lachlan went on to Haldimand County, on the northern shore of Lake Erie.  He may have been attracted by the opportunity this location provided for him to use the boat-building and seafaring skills he had acquired in his native land. 

Lachlan McCallum's fortune and fame in the Dunnville district of Haldimand County were based on his achievements in business, the militia, and politics.
                Lachlan McCallum, MP


Canal Labourer and Wood Cutter to Landowner and Successful Businessman.


"Although many men of the time made their fortunes in Canada West, few of them expanded in so many areas concurrently and successfully as did McCallum." 
  The business career of Lachlan McCallum was indeed remarkably multi-faceted; its success was built on his keen eye for commercial opportunities and his knack for making enterprises profitable.  

Landowner and Lumber Merchant. Based on interviews with Lachlan later in his life, his biographers posit that he was attracted to the village of Broad Creek because of its location at the fork of the Feeder Canal that connected the Welland Canal, the Grand River, and Lake Erie.  Broad Creek was a refueling stop for the cordwood burning steamboats that plied the Great Lakes. When he first arrived in Haldimand County, 19-year-old Lachlan earned a living cutting firewood to supply these steamers.  

In 1854, with an indenture that he paid off with cash two years later, Lachlan bought 1.5 acres and a sawmill in the village of Broad Creek.  In 1857, he bought 5 lots in that village and built a handsome general store that was well stocked with groceries, dry goods and hardware.  By 1871, he owned 2,382 acres of land!  Timber harvested from his forests was transported to his sawmill to produce lumber as well as fuel for sale to lake steamboats.  Land cleared of trees became profitable farmland producing grain and items for sale in his store.  


Canal Worker and Contractor. During the first years after he arrived from Scotland, Lachlan McCallum also worked as a labourer on a second branch of the Feeder Canal between Broad Creek and nearby Port Maitland.  Before long, he was the foreman of work-crews repairing the piers at Port Maitland; he subsequently became the main contractor for such work.  Other contract work followed: deepening locks on the Welland Canal, fixing the Dunnville branch of the Feeder Canal, and repairing a dam in Dunnville.  Two major contracts took Lachlan outside Haldimand County: the repair of piers and railings at the Lake Ontario end of the Welland Canal in Port Dalhousie, and the building of a light-keeper's house near Hamilton.   



Boat-Builder and Mariner. The origins of this aspect of Lachlan's business career can be traced to his native Tiree where he had apprenticed in boat-building and learned other aspects of seafaring though practical experience.  

By the 1860s, Lachlan McCallum had established his own shipyard at Broad Creek on the bank of the Feeder Canal. The craftsmen that he hired and supervised built at least 19 tug-boats, steamers, and schooners that were sold or became part of his own extensive fleet of vessels. This boat-building enterprise was not only supported by the timber harvested from the land Lachlan owned but also by his sawmill with its specially-acquired circular saw, his three blacksmith shops, and the various supplies purchased through his general store in Broad Creek.    


Lachlan McCallum's fleet of vessels did extensive business transporting lumber, grain, flour, and other freight on the Great Lakes.  For 20 years, his tug-boats were also involved in the lucrative salvage operations of vessels damaged or sunk, often with great loss of life, by the rough waters of Lake Erie.   

Other enterprises that he owned and operated included a grist mill, a cheese factory, a hotel, and his general store in which he installed a telegraph and post office. He became the first post-master and had the name of the village changed from Broad Creek to Stromness.    

These numerous and diverse commercial ventures meant that Lachlan McCallum had many employees: 20 in 1861 and many more in later years.  As an employer, he was said to be "fair and just", although this statement about his character must be considered in light of another statement that he "was a short-tempered, foul-mouthed mariner". 
Committed but Frustrated Militia Leader. 

During the early 1860s, fear of invasion from the United States increased in the scattered colonies of British North America. As a consequence, the colonial government encouraged and supported the formation of militia units.  In 1863, Lachlan McCallum formed one such unit, the Dunnville Naval Brigade, with 61 men and 3 officers.  As Captain, Lachlan provided the Brigade with uniforms and drilled the men. In 1864, his shipyard built the W.T. Robb, a tug-boat that he funded as a base for the Naval Brigade, even though his request to have the vessel equipped with two guns was rejected by the government.  


The threat of invasion became more imminent at the end of the American Civil War when experienced veterans of Irish-American origin joined the Fenian Brotherhood whose ultimate goal was home rule for Ireland. By 31 May 1866, the evidence that the Fenians were about to invade was overwhelming so the militia units were mobilized. Lachlan McCallum waited at Stromness for further orders.

Early in the morning of 01 June, between 1,000 and 1,350 Fenian troops crossed the Niagara River just north of Buffalo and landed near Fort Erie.  After commandeering food, horses and other provisions in Fort Erie, these troops moved in stages over the next 24 hours and established positions at Limestone Ridge, about one mile north of the village of Ridgeway. At 7:30 am on 02 June, the Fenians were confronted by the 841 officers and men of the militia units that had been sent from Toronto and Hamilton and were under the command of Lt. Col. Alfred Booker. After a battle that lasted an hour and a half, the better trained and equipped Fenians eventually routed the Canadians and headed east towards Fort Erie.   


Late the previous evening, Lachlan McCallum, who had been at Stromness awaiting further orders, received a telegram ordering him to sail the Robb to Port Colborne and take on board the Welland Canal Field Battery.  At daybreak on 02 June, the Robb arrived at Fort Erie carrying the Welland Battery and the Dunnville Brigade as well as Lt. Col. John Dennis, who had assumed overall command of the 78 men and 6 officers of these two militia units.  

The Robb steamed peacefully past Fort Erie and down the Niagara River for several miles. After discovering that the Fenians had left the area, they returned to Fort Erie and docked, unaware of the battle that was underway at the same time near Ridgeway - only 8 miles to the west.  Lt. Col. Dennis ordered the men and officers of the Welland Battery and some from the Dunnville Brigade to disembark and search the largely-abandoned town of Fort Erie while he, Captain Lachlan McCallum, and the remaining men of the Dunnville Brigade patrolled the river.  Both groups arrested small numbers of suspected Fenians who were detained in the hold of the Robb.  

In late afternoon, Lt. Col. Dennis ordered the Robb to dock at Fort Erie so that arrangements could be made to billet the soldiers for the night.  As billeting was proceeding, news arrived that several hundred Fenian troops were approaching from the west.  Lt. Col. Dennis, the commanding officer, was not available, so Capt. McCallum and Capt. Richard King of the Welland Brigade, ordered their men onto the Robb, recognizing that they would be vastly outnumbered by the approaching Fenian troops.  When Lt. Col. Dennis reappeared, he countermanded their orders.  King and McCallum argued with Dennis but to no avail. 
     As the Fenians marched toward the wharf where the Robb was docked, Lt. Col. Dennis ordered the officers and men of the Welland and Dunnville Brigades to march towards the enemy but insisted they hold their fire, again over objections from Captains McCallum and King.  As numerous witnesses reported some months later at the Military Court of Inquiry, when the Fenians fired the first shots, Lt. Col. Dennis was next seen running away from the battle as Capt. McCallum shouted, "Where the hell are you going?". Under heavy fire from the greater numbers of better-armed Fenian attackers, the Canadians were forced to retreat.  The Robb backed out into the river as the Fenians approached the wharf.   


In the ensuing rout, 37 Canadians were taken prisoner and five - including Capt. King, were wounded, but none were killed. The Fenians lost nine killed and 14 wounded; 57 were taken prisoner. Capt. McCallum and a few men from the Dunnville Brigade and the Welland Battery, who were retreating along the river-bank, were overtaken by Fenian troops, one of whom fired twice at Capt. McCallum from close range but missed both times.  As he prepared to fire a third shot, one of the Dunnville men bayoneted the attacker, pinning him to a fence-post.  The Fenians backed off, allowing the Robb, which had been following the retreat from the river, to lower small boats and get McCallum and the few men with him on board.  Although under heavy fire as it passed Fort Erie, the Robb, with Capt. McCallum, a few men from the Dunnville and Welland militia units, and 57 Fenian prisoners on board, reached Port Colborne at 6:30 pm.  

In the early morning hours of 03 June, the Fenians released their Canadian prisoners and boarded a large barge at Fort Erie.  As the barge was being towed towards Buffalo, it was intercepted by two U.S. gunboats and all the Fenians were arrested.  

In the weeks following the 02 June 1866 encounter with the Fenians, the press reported Lt. Col. Dennis's account of his role in the Battle of Fort Erie. Lachlan McCallum was outraged by these reports that he considered to be gross misrepresentations of the facts.  On 28 June, he outlined his complaints against Dennis in a letter to the Adjutant General of Militia. Dennis denied the charges and the military leadership tried to overlook them but when Captain Richard King, who had been convalescing from the amputation of his leg that was wounded on 02 June, returned from Buffalo to a hero's welcome, he repeated Captain McCallum's charges and referred publically to Lt. Col. Dennis as a coward. 

Reluctantly, the Adjutant-General created a Military Court of Inquiry to investigate the charges against Lt. Col. Dennis.  The "Dennis Inquiry", which began on 22 Sept 1866 and ended on 09 November, was conducted in a trial-like manner before three senior military officers but was not open to the public or press. Serving as the prosecutors, Captains McCallum and King called 25 witnesses to support their six charges of misconduct.  In his defense, Lt. Col. Dennis called 21 witnesses and cross-examined those of McCallum and King.  Despite the evidence contained in the testimony, the verdict of the three senior officers was "not guilty on all counts", although the President of the Inquiry dissented on the verdict pertaining to two of the charges. The verdict, together with the six charges were published in newspapers on 17 December 1866 and largely ignored. 


Disillusioned by what he deemed the injustice of the investigation, Capt. McCallum resigned his commission and the Dunnville Naval Brigade was disbanded on 29 December 1866. The transcript of the Dennis Inquiry remained secret for more than twenty years and has never been published. 

For their gallantry on 02 June 1866, the Counties of Welland and Haldimand presented ceremonial swords to Captains McCallum and King and medals to the men of the Dunnville Naval Brigade and the Welland Battery.        
A Socially Responsible Conservative Parliamentarian. 

By the 1860s, Lachlan McCallum was a successful and respected businessman with commercial enterprises at Stromness in Sherbrooke Township and a fleet of boats sailing from nearby Port Maitland.  Elected as a Councilor of the combined Townships of Sherbrooke and Moulton for 1861, he was chosen to be Reeve at the first Council meeting in January, 1861, a position he held for two terms. In 1863, Lachlan ran for a seat in the provincial legislature but lost the election by 11 votes.  



On 01 July 1867, prompted in no small way by the attempted Fenian invasion of 1866, the Dominion of Canada was formed as a federation of four provinces - Ontario (formerly Canada West), Québec (Canada East), New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.  Lachlan McCallum was elected to the first Parliament of Canada as the Member for the newly-created constituency of Monck.  

In 1871, while still an MP, Lachlan McCallum was also elected to the Ontario Legislative Assembly.  When a bill was introduced in the House of Commons to disallow such dual mandates, Lachlan voted for it and promptly resigned his seat in the Ontario Legislature.  In the Federal election of 1872, he lost by 41 votes.  He was re-elected in the general election of 1874 but was unseated due to "corrupt practices by his agents". In the subsequent by-election, he won by 4 votes! He was re-elected in 1878 and 1882 but only by less than 30 votes each time.

During his 18 years as a Member of Parliament, Lachlan McCallum worked long hours to familiarize himself with the issues that were presented to the three standing committees on which he served: Railways, Canals and Telegraph Lines (1875-1886); Banking and Commerce (1879-1886); and, Immigration and Colonization (1884-1886).  In spite of his narrow electoral wins, Lachlan McCallum received high praise as a parliamentarian: "Mr. McCallum is a clear and forcible platform speaker, and a strong candidate.  His industry and strong common sense have gained for him the respect of the members of the House, and his Parliamentary utterances display great care and industry in their preparation, and command the attention of both sides of the House." 
  

In 1887, Lachlan McCallum was appointed to the Senate.  As a Senator, he argued vigorously against free trade and in support of legislation to strengthen Canadian manufacturing through protective tariffs.  He also advocated for the trans-Canada railway and immigration to promote the development of Western Canada.  

In March 1902, he took the train to Ottawa where he presented the Reply to the Speech to the Senate for the last time.  He died - still a Senator, ten months later.
Lachlan McCallum - Family Man.  

In December 1854, Lachlan McCallum married Priscilla Thewlis, whose brother, Abraham, was his long-time friend.  Priscilla was born in England and had immigrated to the United States with her parents.  In 1851, she and two of her brothers were living in Haldimand County but the date or circumstances of their move to Canada are not known.      


When first married, Lachlan and Priscilla lived in a frame house in Broad Creek/Stromness.   They had eight children.  In 1872, they built a three-storey, 15-room brick house on an 80-acre property on the bank of the Port Maitland arm of the Feeder Canal south of Stromness.  The outbuildings included a carriage house, stables, a barn, an apple-sorting shed, a blacksmith shop and an ice-house.  There was a separate home for the farm manager and accommodation for several servants.  

Priscilla (Thewlis) McCallum died at age 49 of tuberculosis on 26 January 1879, less than 10 years after moving to their grand new home.  Lachlan McCallum died on 13 January 1903 at age 79; the cause of death was recorded as "old age". He was buried next to Priscilla and four of their children in Highbanks Cemetery, Sherbrooke Township, Haldimand County, Ontario.  


Six of Lachlan and Priscilla McCallum's eight children survived to adulthood but none of them married.  Georgina, the last surviving McCallum daughter, died intestate in 1933 at age 68.  The McCallum home and contents were sold in an auction that took two days and the proceeds distributed among some of Georgina's distant relatives.    


Evidence of the "McCallum Empire" is gone from Dunnville and Stromness but the name "Senator McCallum" is still remembered there.  The mansion he built in 1872 stands although most of its outbuildings are gone. The 15-room house was extensively restored by a previous owner but its present state is not known.  The Dunnville and District Heritage Association holds several memorabilia and documentation of the life and career of Lachlan McCallum, "the Senator".  
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