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Th e gent ly ro lling succession of hill s ab ove and to the west of Eri n

Vi l lage are ver y prob ably the residue of glacial adv ances int o th e va lle y

of the West Cre dit Riv er during the Wisco nsi nan glaciation that

co vered much of Nor th Ameri c a towa rds the end of the Pleisto cene

era and just pri o r to the app earance of human bei ngs in the are a,

perhap s some 25,000 ye ars ago.

Fr om the top of ‘Mi l k Snake Hill ’, we can see the sharply-defi ned edge

of the Nia gara Escarpment in the far distance – thi s wo uld be on the

ho rizon and just about for ty-five deg rees to the right of the fra me of

th e ph oto g raph (ab ove ) wh ich featu res Dan iel McMillan’s (1849) gri st

mi l l (centre, right), the tal lest edifice in the village, and also Mundell ’s

plan ing mill, with its dark façade at the extreme centre-ri ght .

In ternational recognition for the Escarpment was assu red in 1988 af ter

th e di sco ver y of small, gnarl ed Eastern White Cedar tre es gro wing at

th e cl iff edg es and on the cliff faces of the pre cipice. With some

sp eci men s ap pro ach ing the millen ia of their germi nat ion, these dwa rf

trees are the old est in eastern Nor th Ameri c a.

As recently as 1990, the Nia gara Escarpment was desig nated a World

Bi osphere Res erve by the Unite d Na tion s, one of only twe lve such

bio sph ere reserves in Canada, and part of a netwo rk of 507 su ch

reserves in 102 co unt ries. The UNESCO desig nat ion puts Ont ari o’s

Niag ara Escarpment in the compa ny of oth er int ernat ional ly-

renowned bio sph ere reserves such as the Galap ago s Is lands, Africa’s

Sereng eti and the Florida Everglades.
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Af ter the War of 1812 ended, there was a concerted push of settl ers

no rth fro m land that had been purchased fro m th e Mi ssi ssaug a

(Ani shnaabe) First Nat ion as early as 1805 (the ‘Old’ Purchase). In

1818 th e Mi ssi ssaug as surrend ere d th e ba lance of their terri tor y

to gether with water rights to the Cre dit Riv er.

Th e re corded histo ry of Eri n Vi l lage beg ins in 1826wh en Hen ry Tro ut

dammed the river and bui lt a saw mill at Charl es Stree t (the rui ns of

wh ich are seen above, as the y were about 1880). Tro ut opene d a small

store and sol d pota sh for the making of soap. Wm. Chi sholm sup plied

th e store with good s, taki ng pot ash in pay ment, but Tro ut soon fel l

into arrears and ownersh ip of the pro perty passed fro m hi s hand s.

Da nie l McMi l lan was the old est son of Donald McMillan and his wife,

Catharine Miller, who had emigrated fro m Argylesh ire , Scotland in

1819 wh en Dan iel was seven. As a teena ger, Dan iel McMillan rente d

th e Tr out mill from Chi sholm, but soon real ized that the saw cut

sl owly. The father tri ed to dissuad e hi s son, but eight een-year-ol d

Da nie l wa s no t to be thw arted , and compl ete d hi s pu rchase of the

sawmill in 1829, for the sum of $700. Dan iel then cle are d th ree acres of

land and renov ate d th e bu ild ing which had been gutte d by fire .
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No t long after the saw mill returne d to pro duc tion, Dan iel McMillan

hi red a manager and was abl e to est abl ish a ste ady tra de in lumber for

$4 and $5 a tho usand fee t, then pro ceed ed with plans for a smal l grist

mi l l wh ich he ere cte d in 1834 at the south-west end of the saw mill, the

same pow er bei ng used for both. He obt ained sto nes for the mill from

lo t 12, later know n as Shi ngler ’s Lime Sto ne Quarr y (Long Lane Farm)

and he dress ed them him self. The y were said to hav e been 34 inch es in

diameter. Also in 1834, Dan iel McMillan bui lt the firs t ho use in the

village, a few rod s ea st of the saw mill, possi bly on the site of the current

‘Waterfall ’ ho use. Here, in 1835, he bro ught his bri de, Mar y

McLaug hlin, dau ght er of Dan iel McL aug hlin of Caled on.

Da nie l McMi l lan was somethi ng of a compu lsive ent reprene ur. In

1838 he bui lt an oat mill (ph oto, above ) on the east sid e of Main stree t

opp osi te Tro ut’s saw mill, usi ng water pow er sup plied by a race fro m

th e Lower Dam at Charl es Stree t (map, p8). He also persuad ed his

friend William Corno ck to bui ld an adj acent disti l ler y – to take

adva ntage of the tai lings fro m grai n delivere d fo r mi l ling and

co nsid ere d un suitabl e fo r flo ur, but adequate for the sor t of che ap

wh isky that ret ailed at twenty-five cents a jug or a dol lar a keg.

Co rno ck’s disti l ler y wa s cl osed in 1860, some time before discrim-

inat ing tastes chang ed pre ferre d drinki ng hab its in the 1870s.
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In 1840, McMillan bui lt a second gri st mi l l furth er dow nst ream fro m

th e Vi l lage, the flume for which can just barely be seen at the botto m of

th e map on page nine. The mill boaste d th ree run of sto nes , and also

made oat meal. Ten years after its con stru ction the mill was converted

to a ‘ca rdi ng’ (woollen) opera tion where wool, cotto n and oth er fibres

were ‘co mbed’ and pre pared for spi nni ng. Thi s wo uld hav e been ver y

sh ortly before the Erin Agric ultural Socie ty stage d th eir first annual

Fa ll Fai r (1852) in an adj acent meadow, before the Fai r move d in 1866 to

its current locat ion on Mai n St ree t opp osi te the old Pub lic Sch ool.

Th e ph oto g raph (ab ove ) wa s taken about 1900. In it, mill workers of

al l ages pos e in fro nt of the mill with the mill owner ’s hou se beh ind .

Wo o den forms used to shape the woollen garments are leani ng again st

th e picke t fence.

In 1845 McMi l lan bui lt a saw mill, the second in Eri n Vi l lage, besid e a

ne w dam (th e Up per dam: see map p9, top right) he had con stru cte d a

quarter-mi le upstream fro m Henr y Tr out ’s firs t dam at Charl es Stree t.

In 1845 McMi l lan also bui lt a palat ial new home for him self on Mai n

St ree t wh ich event ual ly became the Globe hotel (1866-1945).

Th e Gl obe, along with the Queen’s and the Station Hou se, was one of

th ree hotel s in the village that wou ld be destroyed by fire . Th e sh ell of

th e Wo ollen Mill was deeme d to be unsafe, and was level led in 1995.
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In 1849 th e irre pressible Dan iel McMillan began con stru ction of his

mo st ambi t io us pro jec t, desig ned to ser v ice an incre ased demand for

flo ur in Bri tai n and to exploi t a fav ourable tariff for whe at with the

Un ite d St ates. He imp orted a hundred sto nema son s from his nat ive

Scotland to ere ct the wall s. And he eng age d another hundred

labourers to dig a remarkably lengthy millra ce fro m th e up per, Chu rch

St ree t dam, south along the east ban k of the river beh ind the present-

day Valu-Mart, abr uptly east where Deb ora h’s Cho colates fill s a gap

between two more sub stant ial stru ctu res at 98 and 102 Ma in Stree t,

th ence und er a bri dge and on dow n to the mill.

Th e wo rk was wel l and speed ily compl ete d and the mill app eared set

to become the cro wni ng ach ievement of Dan iel ’s business career. In

th e final day s of con stru ction, how ever, McMillan pierc ed his hand

with a lar ge spl i nter. Unattended, the wou nd quick ly festere d,

gang rene took hol d and withi n th ree day s Eri n’s master bui lder of

mi l ls wou ld die an ago nizi ng death at the early age of thi rty-eight. Two

ye ars later the ori ginal name of the village, MacMi l lan’s Mill s, wa s

change d to Eri nsv ille (1851) and then to Eri n in 1880.

Da nie l McMi l lan is int erred in Eri n Pi o neer Cemeter y.
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Charles Ken nedy compl ete d a Plan of the Village of Eri n in 1852, just

th ree years after the death of Dan iel McMillan. The plan locates the

si te of Hen ry Tro ut’s ori ginal saw mill on Charl es Stree t, and the site of

McMi l lan’s 1838 oat mill just to the north of Mill Stree t.

If Dan iel McMillan was a compu lsive ent reprene ur, he was also

some thi ng of a visionar y wh en it came to civ il eng ine eri ng as can be

seen fro m th e lo cation of the flume he dug (to the right of Mill Stree t,

below) fro m th e Charles Stree t dam to pow er his oat mill and then

re turn the water to the meanderi ng cou rse of the West Cre dit .

Th e water in the flume develop s an amazi ng thi rty horsep ower as it

drop s se ven metres fro m th e dam at Charl es Stree t to the small

re action turbi ne (a water whe e l mo unt ed horiz ont ally, rather than

vertica lly ) a hundred yards to the north-east. Few such mill s in

Ontari o were sited as cle verly to take adv ant age of local top ography.

Downst ream fro m th e oat mill we can see a fork (at the ver y bottom of

th e map, opp osi te) in the Cre dit Riv er where McMillan dug a second

flu me to pow er his 1840 grist mill, now known as the ‘Wo ollen Mill ’,

wh ich is just beyond the edg e of Ken nedy’s Village Plan.
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Kennedy’s plan also locates the site of the second (1845) saw mill

McMi l lan bui lt at Chu rch Stree t, and finally, the longest flume in

We llington cou nty which McMillan had exc avate d by hand fro m th e

Church Stree t dam to pow er the ‘Ne w’ (1849) gri st mi l l at the eastern

extrem ity of Mill Square.

Ty pica lly, mill owners tended to pre fer to kee p th eir flumes as sho rt as

possible. The waterworks present ed con stant mai ntenance pro blems,

and were pro ne to fre e zing in winter. No one in Wel lington Cou nty,

befo re or since, ever con stru cte d a flume as long as thi s one. Add to

th ese ident ifiabl e achievements the fac t that we know McMillan added

a smallish gri st mi l l to Hen ry Tro ut’s saw mill at the Charl es Stree t

dam in 1834, and may also hav e bu ilt a gri st mi l l opp osi te the 1845

sawmill at the Chu rch Stree t dam, and you hav e a remarkable legacy

fo r a man who starte d in the development business at the tender age of

eighte en and die d ju st twenty years later.
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Th e ty pica l water-powere d mi l l* of the late eight eenth and early

ni neteent h cent ury (of which the village gri st mi l l, cardi ng mill and

sawmill s bu ilt by Dan iel McMillan in Eri n Vi l lage are certainly no

exce ption ) wa s desi gne d to perfo rm opera tion s that were both

unco mpl icate d and ver y re petitive. As a con seq uence, the pow er

source could conveniently be (and was!) con nec ted direc tly to the

re qui site machi ne by means of pri mitive wooden shafting sup por ted

by iro n journals and driven by wooden geari ng.

Th is rud iment ary sys tem of pow er tra nsm ission was soon to be

re place d by a sup eri o r sort of cast-i ron geari ng and shafting develop ed

in Eng land at the start of the nineteent h cent ury.

Th e substitut ion of cast iro n fo r wo o d wa s cert ainly deeme d to be an

improv ement of some mag nitu d e, tho ugh the tra nsi t ion wa s bu rdene d

mighti ly by the weight of the casti ngs req uired to overc ome the

re lat ive ly bri ttl e natu re of the iro n av ailable for cast ing .

Th e Br iti sh firm of Fai rba irn and Lillie is cre dited with pioneeri ng the

move fro m ca st-i ron to wro ught-i ron shafting as early as 1815.

Th e ad option of the light er alloy facilit ate d no t on ly a major reduc tion

in the phy sica l ma ss of the gearing but also a  sig nifica nt incre ase in

ru n n ing speed and hence effi c acy of pow er tra nsm ission. The

shaf ting, how ever, was sti l l di rec tly geare d to the single pow er sou rce

and was dep end ent on the use of a heavy vertica l main shaft that bore a

mark ed tendenc y to heati ng and con seq uently to the ted ium of

attent ive lub rication.

To ward the mid dle of the nineteent h cent ury, the typica l water-

powere d mi l l desi gne d fo r isolated and local pro duc tion (of the kind

that Dan iel McMillan kne w so ver y we ll) gra dually gav e way to the

indu strial mill or fac tor y op era tion that req uired a more elabora te set

of mechanics desi gne d no t on ly to conve y power fro m th e waterwhe e l,

* Mu ch, if not most, of the technica l info rmation that fol low s is based on a

chap ter fro m Su rviva ls: Aspects of Industr ial Arc haeo logy in Ont ario, by

Dian ne Newel l and Ralph Gre enhi l l. Bosto n Mi l ls Press , 1989.
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steam eng ine, or hyd rau lic turbi ne but also ‘to sub div ide the agg regate

power int o pa rce ls of energ y as were req uired to place each machi ne,

large or small, in motion at the rot ati ng speed s re qui red for the

op era tion or opera tion s performe d.’

It was in New Eng land, in 1828, that belti ng was firs t adap ted to the

main drive to replace the weight of the Engl ish sys tem fou nd in all

other Ameri c an mill s at the time. The belt drive system ran more

smooth ly and quietly, cost less, and was more easily installed and

re pai red than the tra ditional gear drive.

Ti ght ly st retch ed belts were the norm unt il Ithamar Beard pub lishe d a

paper in 1837 advo cat ing the use of loose -ru n n ing belts . Fr ictional

lo sses were reduced and there were fewer bre a kages as a result.

By 1860 th e improv ed belt drive was the com mon form of pow er

tran smi ssion in use throughout Nor th Ameri c a. The Europ ean s were

sl ower to aba ndon their cheri she d ge ar drives, but in time the y, too,

fo llowe d su it. The int roduc tion about thi s ti me of light er and more

tru e co ld-rol led shafting, at firs t of wro ught iro n and later of

low-ca rbon ste e l, furth er imp rov ed the rot ational speed and effi cienc y

of belt tra nsm ission.
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One maj or diffic ulty encou ntere d with line shafting lay in the cri t ica l

al ignment of both shafting and beari ngs. The settl i ng of a mill ’s

fo undat ion s, or the contrac tion and warping of its wooden fra me,

co uld play hav oc. Several machi nists ind epend ent ly ‘i nvent ed’ the

universal hanger with self-aligning beari ngs to cou ntera ct thi s issu e.

Th e produc tion not only of line shafting but of its many components

so on became a maj or indu stry ; in Canada the Dodge Manufac turing

Co mpa ny of Toronto was one compa ny that specialized in the

manu fac ture of tra nsm ission sys tem s. A related indu stry develop ed

arou nd the pro duc tion of belti ng and the equipment need ed to repai r

and ser v ice it such as belt tight eners , clamps , aw ls, punch es and laces .

Wh en the belt mai n driv e that ori ginated in New Eng land was

marri ed to the Bri t ish sys tem of high-speed shafting during the second

half of the nineteent h cent ury, the result was the emergence of a

soph ist icate d te chnol ogy for the tra nsm ission of pow er.
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Th e fo ur-storey, water-p owere d, belt-d riv en mill of the Mundell

Lu mber Co. is the last of what were once cou ntl ess similar water-

powere d mi l ls in opera tion in the Cre dit Val ley watersh ed. For thi s

re ason the mill is a rare, and cheri she d, examp le of its type.

Up on his death in 1849, Dan iel McMillan’s 1838 grist mill and , mo re

import ant ly, the 999-year lea se on water rights that had been gra nted

in 1847, passed through several hands before Ben Mundell boug ht the

prop erty in 1896 and re-to ole d it as a plani ng mill and lumber business.

Benj ami n’s son Dav id took possession in 1918 on his return fro m

service overs eas. Dav id’s eld est son Bill joi ned the firm at the clo se of

th e Seco nd World War, and Bill ’s you nger bro ther Jim (fo r many years

Re eve of Eri n Vi l lage) sig ned on in 1952.

Mu ndell Lumber is current ly ow ned by Bill ’s eld est son, and Benjami n

Mu ndell ’s gre at-g randson, Dana, who also current ly ow ns McMillan’s

1849 grist mill, which is unfor tunately no more than an emp ty she ll.

As recently as 1980, how ever, the plani ng mill ret ained and sti l l fo und

occa sion to use the ornate nineteent h-centu ry woodwo rki ng machi nes

that Benjami n Mu ndell had acquired fro m fo und ries such as

MacGregor & Gou rlay in Galt and J. R. Williams in Toronto.
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A rip saw, band saw, thickness planer, boring machi ne, and sticker for

sp ecialty mou ldi ngs and tri ms, were all belt-d riv en at speed s ra nging

from 1,200 to 2,500 rpm. Oth er machi nes fro m th e same perio d,

no tably a sander and a tenoner, hav e al so sur v ive d but are not current ly

in use, possi bly becau se such ant iquated equipment has been

descri bed by one unsettl ed opera tor as not only unsafe, but also sca ry.

Th e eq uipment on the gro und floor of the mill remain s as it was

in stalled in the 1890s, belt-d riv en and pow ere d by water. The

waterwhe e l is kept in relat ive ly good repai r because it pro vid es an

inexpensiv e source of pow er, and becau se Mundell Lumber also

co ntrol s th e hydrau lic sys tem, inclu ding the Charl es Stree t dam which

ab uts a cottage that was bui lt by Benjami n Mu ndell.

Th e tu rbi ne req uires some mai ntenance, esp ecially on col d, winter

days when ice must be cho p ped away fro m th e water gate by hand.
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Other than the sea sonal issue of ice (fo urth-generat ion mill owner

Da na Mundell is pic tured [ab ove ] in 1975), the mill ’s water-p owere d

tran smi ssion sys tem is relat ive ly simpl e to opera te.

On the gro und floor, the cra nk of a whe e l op ens the water gate below.

Wa ter flow ing via the head race fro m th e mi l lpond above Charl es

St ree t hits a small reaction turbi ne and cau ses it to rot ate. As the

tu rbi ne beg ins turni ng, it develop s ab out thi rty horsep ower, and

delivers the pow er to a canva s belt fro m a pulley on its shaft . Th e belt

driv es a second pulley located on the mai n shaf t along with several

other pulleys, each of which is cap abl e of driving a machi ne on the

flo or ab ove.
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Th e mach ine opera tor (in thi s ca se long-time Mundell Lumber

empl o yee Stan How lett, pho tographe d in 1975) can eng age or

di sengage a specific machi ne fro m th e line shafting by mov ing a

wo o den lever which slid es the moving belt fro m an idler pulley ont o a

driv e pu l ley located besid e it on the same cou nters haf t.

Th e unmi stakabl e low rumbl i ng and gent le slapping sou nds typica l of

belt and line-shaf ting tra nsm ission can be heard throughout the mill.


