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Motoring Memories: McLaughlin - Buick  
Story and photo by Bill Vance  

 
When Robert McLaughlin started a one -man construction operation in his 

shed near Oshawa, Ontario in 1867, he couldnôt have dreamed that he was 
planting the seeds of General Motors Corporation of Canada.  

 
The business expanded into wagons and carriages, built a reputation for 

quality, and eventually became the British Empireôs largest carriage maker. 
Robert was joined in the enterprise by his teenage sons George and     

Samuel.  
 

Although Robert wasnôt enthusiastic about the automobile business when 
cars came on the scene, he didnôt stand in the way of his son Samuel, who 

was. After trying to have their own car designed, which failed when their 

engineer became ill, Sam reviewed several makes of cars. He struck a deal 
with William Durant of Flint, Michigan, Americaôs largest carriage maker, 

whom Sam knew through that business.  
 

Durant held controlling interest in the Buick Motor Company of Flint, and 
McLaughlin signed a 15 -year contract to purchase Buick running gear. With 

McLaughlinôs expertise in building bodies, Sam knew he was in the car  
business. Shortly after signing the contract with McLaughlin, Durant formed 

the General Motors Co. in 1908 with Buick as its first building block.  
 

McLaughlin and Durant maintained a long, friendly relationship, resulting in 
not only the McLaughlin -Buick, but also in McLaughlin building Chevrolets 

beginning in 1916. The McLaughlin Motor Car Co. became General Motors of 
Canada in 1918.  

 

Production started late in 1907, with McLaughlin fitting the bodies to Buick 
running gear. Those first cars were called McLaughlins. They were styled by 

Sam himself, who had a natural artistic flair, and had styled the McLaughlin 
carriages and cutters. The Canadian cars tended to be more elaborate and 

stylish than their American counterparts, and were sometimes totally      
different.  

 
McLaughlin went through a kind of identity crisis during the next decade 

and a half over what to call its cars. Hugh Durnford and Glenn Baechler 
wrote in their book Cars of Canada: ñFor the next 15 years, there was some 

confusion about the name of the McLaughlin car. Called simply McLaughlin, 
it was readily distinguishable from the U.S. Buicks and kept before         

Canadians the name associated with quality and value.ò 



Motoring Memories: McLaughlin - Buick, cont.  
 
ñHowever, it was also called and advertised as McLaughlin-Buick. Some 

models read McLaughlin on the radiator and McLaughlin -Buick on the hub 
caps.ò Through all of this, McLaughlinôs slogan was ñCanadaôs Standard 

Car.ò 
 

The ambivalence probably stemmed from a desire to tap into the young   

Dominionôs growing cense of patriotism, which was strongly reinforced by 
its contribution to the First World War I. At the same time it wanted to  

capitalize on the excellent reputation of the Buick name.  
 

The vacillation ended in 1923 when the company settled on McLaughlin -
Buick. McLaughlin put a wry twist on the American Buick slogan, ñWhen 

better cars are built, Buick will build them,ò by advertising that ñBetter cars 
are being built, and McLaughlin is building them.ò 

 
Almost from the beginning, McLaughlin produced a wide variety of models 

in many body styles, including a four cylinder, a light six, and a standard 
six. When Buick adopted its famous overhead valve, straight -eight engine 

exclusively in 1931, it was also used in McLaughlin -Buicks.  
 

With the steel car body gradually supplanting wood, the carriage making 

craft became less and less applicable, and the Canadian cars became less 
distinctive. As the McLaughlin -Buick design became more locked into the 

American Buickôs metal stampings, Sam had to confine himself to styling 
special one -off models.  

 
Among the more interesting were the royal tour cars. The first, of which 

two were built in 1927, was based on the 1928 McLaughlin -Buick and was 
used for the visit of the Prince of Wales to Canada. The large lavishly      

appointed tourings could accommodate up to seven passengers.  
 

A second pair of royal cars was built for the visit of the King and Queen in 
1939. McLaughlin -Buick sedans were stretched 457 mm, reinforced, and 

made into convertibles. A speaker system allowed the chauffeur and      
passengers to communicate.  

 

Another royal limousine was the 1936 model built for young King Edward 
VIII, said to be the car he drove to the dock following his abdication. He 

also bought a Buick Roadmaster for his friend Wallace Warfield Simpson, 
which she reportedly used for her ñescapeò to Cannes during the abdication 

crisis.  
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The use of Buicks by the royal family caused a boomlet in Buick sales in 
England during the 1930s.  

 
The McLaughlin -Buick name came to an end when the Second World War 

stopped North American auto production in 1942. When it resumed in 1945, 
there were no more hyphenated Buicks.  

 
Sam McLaughlin retired as chairman of the board of GM of Canada in 1967, 

but remained honourary chairman until his death in 1972 at the age of 100.  
Among his legacies was the best -known Canadian car nameplate:  

McLaughlin -Buick.  

 
For more Bill Vance automotive history, see  www.billvanceautohistory.ca  
 

1909 McLaughlin Tourer  

http://www.billvanceautohistory.ca/


McLaughlin - Buick Model F Specifications (1908)  
Source:  http://www.jalopyjournal.com/forum/showthread.php?t=397594&page=116   

Like today's cars, the 'Model F' had four wheels, and rubber tires -  but 

that's where the resemblance ended. The wheels were wooden spokes with 
steel rims. The tires were grey --  the practice of adding carbon black to tire 

rubber to make them black was not yet common. And they were very tall 
and narrow --  30 x 4 inches in size.  

 
The car had no bumpers, but it did have a radiator and headlights.  The 

lights were not electric, however; they were illuminated by acetylene gas, 
generated by the reaction of calcium carbide and water in a generator 

mounted on the left running board. Two cowl  lamps  and one tail - lamp were 
oil - fired, and all the  lamps  had to be lit by hand.  

 

The lamp housings and gas generator, like the radiator housing and most 
other trim pieces on the vehicle were  brass, not chrome -plated, giving rise 

to the characterization of that period of auto design as the 'brass  era.'  
 

As with current cars, the 'Model -F' was powered by a gasoline engine. But 
under the hood, rather than an engine, was a gas tank --  its  brass  cap pro-

truding through the top of the hood. The engine, a 159 cu. in. (2.6 L), hori-
zontally -opposed two -cylinder, rated at 22 hp, was mounted transversely  

http://www.jalopyjournal.com/forum/showthread.php?t=397594&page=116
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beneath the front seat. Like many of today's en-

gines, it employed an overhead -valve mechanism 
--  one of the first  automobile  engines to do so. 

Unlike today's engines, however, the valvetrain 
was exposed, as were most other mechanical 

components.  

 
Moving components were not lubricated inter-

nally, but through external oil lines from a 'Hill 
Precision Oiler' mounted on top of the engine, or by hand as part of a daily 

maintenance schedule. Neither the engine nor transmission had oil sumps; 
once the oil served its lubricating purpose it served a secondary function of 

keeping the dust down on the roads!  
 

More complex than some transmissions of its day, the 'Model F' provided 
two forward speeds and reverse from a planetary gearset similar to those 

used in modern automatic transmissions. Forward low and reverse were en-
gaged by holding down foot pedals, and forward high was engaged by pull-

ing a lever mounted on the right side of the body and releasing the foot 
pedal. There was no accelerator pedal. Instead, the throttle in the simple, 

single -venturi Schebler updraft carburetor was controlled by a lever on the 

steering wheel.  
 

A second lever on the steering wheel controlled spark advance, which had 
to be retarded to start the engine. It was also connected to a cover over a 

hole on the side of the vehicle below the driver's seat. Electric starters were 
still four years away, so the car had to be hand -cranked to start, and that 

was where the crank was inserted. If the spark was not retarded, the cover 
remained closed, preventing the hand -crank from being inserted --  a novel 

means of ensuring correct procedure.  
 

Without an electric starter or lighting, the electric system in the 'Model F' 
was limited solely to the ignition function. Redundant batteries under the 

seats --  one wet battery as used now, and six dry -cells, provided power. 
With no on -board generator, the wet battery had to be charged externally, 

so the dry -cells provided a backup for times when its charge was low. A 

'Splitdorf' coil system, mounted in a handsome wooden box on the 
dashboard, generated the high voltage needed by the spark plugs.  

 
The 'Model F's' chassis was more similar to current trucks than cars, with a 

separate frame to which the engine, running gear, and body were mounted. 
Unlike the massive C -  or box -sections of modern frames, however, its 

frame rails were made of angle iron. Solid axles were used, both front and  
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rear, with leaf -springs --  three -quarter elliptic in 

front, fully -elliptic at the rear.  In concept, some 
of today's trucks are not all that different.  What 

is different is the drive -shaft connecting the 
transmission to the drive axles. The 'Model -F' 

doesn't have one. Instead, it drives the rear axles 

with a chain.  
 

It didn't have hydraulic brakes either, nor any 
brakes on the front wheels --  just mechanical expanding -shoe drum brakes 

on the rear wheels, similar to the  parking  brake on current cars. The brak-
ing shoes were lined with 'camel's hair felt' that could, according to the 

sales brochure, 'be renewed at very slight expense when necessary.'  
 

Perhaps the greatest difference from current vehicles was the 'Model F's' 
body. Not only did it not have roll -up windows, it didn't even have doors up 

front. Nor were a windshield or top standard equipment, although they 
could be purchased as options. The McLaughlin -Buick's top differed from 

that of U.S. -built Buicks by being fully lined --  a practice only recently re-
turning to convertible design --  and its optional 'Ideal Glass Front,' with ma-

hogany wood frame and fold -out upper half, was unique to McLaughlin.  

Like the buggies from which they evolved, the automobile bodies of that era 
were made of wood. Although they were produced in volume, they were 

necessarily the work of craftsmen, and with their vast experience as car-
riage makers, that is where the McLaughlins excelled. An example of the 

craftsmanship common at the time can be seen in the hand pin -striping 
that adorns not only the body but the metal - formed fenders and even the 

springs.  
 

The McLaughlin -Buick came in only one colour, but it wasn't black. It was a 
rich burgundy, called simply 'dark wine,' with black fenders and a bright red 

chassis, including the wheels. Its deeply - tufted leather upholstery matched 
the burgundy exterior, as did the top liner. On the outside, the top was 

black. Interior wood surfaces were highly polished, and the floors and run-
ning boards were covered with grey matting. Overall, it was anything but 

dull.  

 
As the forebear of many great McLaughlin -Buick and General Motors vehi-

cles to come, they combined the best of the carriage -builder's craft with the 
emerging technology of the automobile, at a price that was then quite mod-

erate --  $1,400 without extras, $100 for a top, and $50 for a windshield.  
 



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, Nov. 30, 1909  



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, Jan. 5, 1910   



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, Feb. 26, 1910   



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, Jan. 13, 1911  



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, June 30, 1911  



1916 McLaughlin Buick (blue); 1918 McLaughlin Buick E 35 (green)  

1916 

McLaughlin 
Buick interior  



1918  MCLAUGHLIN - Buick  

 
It was advertised as "Canada's Standard Car" and often used for family 

road trips, but in Crowsnest Pass the McLaughlin was associated with rum -
running and murder. Alberta's most famous bootlegger, Emilio Picariello, 

used a fleet of McLaughlin -Buicks (whiskey sixes) to transport illicit liquor 
from British Columbia into Alberta and Montana during Prohibition. After 

"Emperor Pic" and his female partner in crime were convicted of shooting a 
police officer, the McLaughlin became an icon in Albertan history.   

 
The McLaughlin Car Company was acquired by  General Motors Corp  in 

1918.   



1918 Canadian bodied Buick by Mclaughlin  

6 cylinder exposed push rod engine, wooden wheels  

McLaughlin - Buick, 1918  
 



1920 McLaughlin Touring   

1920 McLaughlin Touring Photo By: Douglas Wilkinson Location: The Buick 

Gallery and Research Center in Flint, Michigan.  
 



Advertisement, Globe and Mail, February 28, 1920  



1922 McLaughlin ðBuicks  



Advertisement, Globe and Mail , September 2, 1922  



1923 McLaughlin ðBuicks  



1923 McLaughlin ðBuick Interior  

1923 McLaughlin Buick Master Six 23 - 55 Special Interior  



1923 McLaughlin Buick, Model 45   


