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Frontespiece 

... The writer considers it his duty 
respectfully to offer the remark that it would 
be a wise policy for the government at once to 
establish the principle that the waters of the 
Rideau Navigation can in no way be diverted to 
its inJury to benefit any other interest ... and 
that the water communication itself must be 
distinctly held to take precedence over 
everything so ever which may come into 
opposition with it. (1) 

The mechanical duty of locking a boat is easily 
learned ... , but this is by far the least 
portion of a lockmaster's duties. The 
regulation of the water is the principal thing 
he has to attend to.... also the control of 
water to prevent damage during freshets in the 
spring requires good Judgement and 
foresight .... (2) 

Lockmasters will take every precaution to keep 
up the water in the Canal at their several 
stations and save all water possible having due 
regard to the safety of the works. The report 
of any waste water through carelessness or 
inattention will be at once investigated and 
reported to the department .... Weekly water 
reports to be punctually sent to the Head 
Office. <3> 

Oh yes, always had to send in a report of the 
bywash every month ... Well, you have to raise 
logs and let your water run through. Because 
the water was rising and they'd be probably 
calling for water at Chaffey's or Jones Falls 
and you'd get orders and you'd have to run 
water. But you always got your orders from the 
Department before you run the water ... If I saw 
the water rising, if it was water rising above 
what it was supposed to keep, I'd raise a log 
and let some run through ... Then when it come 
back down to its level, I'd drop the log back 
down again. (4) 
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Chapter One: The Original Concept 

Writing in 1834, Edward John Barker, the editor of 

the Kingston ~ciii§b ~big, commented that 

The Rideau Canal is not a canal so 
called, but rather a succession of 
raised waters by means of dams, with 
natural lakes interspersed. One end of 
it emcties into the Ottawa, half a mile 
above the falls of the Rideau~ 
intersecting the uocer 
villages of Bytown; and 
terminates at Kingston 

7he phrases, 

a r,d l c,we-r 
the ,:,ther end 

:vii l is, six 

dams, with natural lakes interspersed'' accurately decict the 

essential character of the Rideau waterway system. 

The completed system comcrised three components wnich 

had been integrated by the substantial engineering works: the 

Rideau River section, draining from the Rideau Lakes to the 

Ottawa; the interior lake section of Sand, O □ inicon, Indian, 

Clear, and Mud <Newboro) lakes which originally drained south 

to the St. Lawrence via the Gananoque River; 

Cataraqui 

Cranberry 

river section with its limited watershed 

and Loughborough lakes area. Through 

ar,d the 

i r, the 

these 

distinctive drainage regions, a route was selected to 

minimize construction problems and ensure the military 

security of the waterway. B Lt t ,:,r,ce integrated 

system, certain characteristics of this artificially produced 

hydrological ur,it required attention for navigation 

proceed and be maintained. The topography was such that there 

were maJor falls or rapids at several points along the route 

and these had to be flooded out or bypassed by rnear,s of 



locks. Annually, seasonal temperature and precipitation 

regimens combined to produce spring "freshets" which 

threatened to overcome the works and summer "droughts" which 

lowered water levels and interrupted navigation. 

With construction completed, attention was directed to 

ensuring the maintenance of the works. Giver, the 

circumstances identified above, effective water management 

was a crucial prerequisite for the continued operation of the 

Rideau Navigation system. 

These various circumstances had been accommodated by 

Colonel By's proJect, although they were to continue to tax 

the Rideau establishment over the ensuing generations of the 

operation of the system. Basically, By's solution rested 

upon the erection of a system of dams and embankments which 

served several purposes. 

In some instances, they enhanced the navigation 

potential by increasing the overall draught and flooding out 

rapids upstream from the dam. This innovative method was 

known as the "slackwater system". (2) Used by others to 

effect, the extent to which it was adopted by Colonel By was 

unprecedented and, given the particular problems posed by the 

Rideau route, particularly appropriate as it eliminated the 

need for much excavation work. This was the case with 

combined dam and embankment at Kingston Mills which provided 

an overall increase in draught of of 20 feet and flooded out 

.... .::. 
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two rapids which originally impeded navigation between 

Kingston Mills and Lower Brewer's Mills. An even more 

spectacular proJect was the 62 feet high and 440 feet long 

stone arch dam at Jones' Falls, "the most stupendous and 

perfect of its kind in the world", (3) which overcame the 

problem there of a one and a half mile long set of rapids 

falling some 60 feet. Less dramatic, but equally essential 

construction was necessary at several other sites such as 

that at Upper Brewer's. This backed up the waters to the foot 

of the Jones' Falls locks, increased the draught by sorne 

eight feet, and e~tended the source areas into Dog, 

Loughborough, and Cranberry lakes. Lesser dams were completed 

at Chaffey's, the Narrows, First Rapids, Smith's Falls, and 

other sites along the Rideau River section. A particularly 

crucial and contentious dam was put in place at White Fish 

Falls. It maintained the level of water in the adJacent 

Whitefish and Cranberry lakes by diverting waters which 

originally flowed from Lake Opinicon and Sand Lake into the 

Gananoque system. Mai ntai ni ng, and even improving, the 

control works at the White Fish Dam site was to be essential 

for the ensuring adequate water supplies throughout the 

Cataraqui section of the Rideau system. Several such 

improvements were to be mooted in subsequent years and were 

the cause of much rancour and debate. 

Finally, other dams were designed not only to increase 

the draught but also to regulate the potentially 

spring freshets that flushed through the system. 

destructive 

Thus, at 

Long Island, three waste weirs and a stone dam were required 
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"to meet any extraordinary quantities of water, which by 

freshets or other causes, may descend the river and impede 

the navigation. (4) Similar water control works were required 

at Black Rapids to "resist the freshets in Spring and Fall", 

the severity of which moved Barker to wax poetic: 

Dams 

The great body of the waters is caused 
by this dam to fall down two artificial 
cataracts, on the eastern bank of the 
river with prodigious force and noise; 
and the whole scene, if viewed at a 
time when the Rideau is at all swollen, 
is one capable of inspiring the highest 
gratification. <5> 

such as these, therefore, were crucial to 

maintaining the boundaries of the system's watershed, 

providing a suitable depth for navigation, and regulating the 

seasonal flows. Not only did they comprise the most 

innovative and impressive feats of engineering on the system 

but their maintenance was essential for the continued 

integrity of the navigational system. 

With the dams and an associated system of weirs and 

locks in place, Colonel By then developed a water control 

method appropriate to the hydrological regimen of the Rideau 

system. Weirs were opened in the fall to let the waters run 

through the system and closed each spring as soon as possible 

a~ter the passing of the spring freshets through the basins. 

With these waters held back, the water levels throughout the 

river and lake sections were raised ready for navigation and, 

with Judicious use of the waters for lockages, 

maintained for the balance of the navigation season. 

could be 

Effective in its simplicity, it was recognized early 
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that such operations necessitated much vigilance. An order 

from the Office of Ordnance in May, 1833 urged the Rideau 

Establishment to protect their works and "the artificial 

means by which it CwaterJ is raised ... for the partial giving 

way of a single Dam might interrupt the Canal Communication 

for a whole season."(6) The Master General urged that 

Colonel By be called upon to suggest precautionary measures 

to "prevent acciderits" arid to ensure "the cc,rnrnar,d ,:,f the 

Water. "<7> Later that year, By's recommendatioris were 

noted, including the reservation of lands to 40 feet above 

high water mark along the route of the canal, ar,d the 

reservation of the right to.dam all lakes tributary to the 

Rideau system. (8) By had constantly emphasized the need 

to take control of all of these waters but it was decided 

that no act ion should be taken until "the ad Joi rii ng coul"ltry 

is minutely e><amined by competent Officers of the 

Department."(9) That the sensitivity of the subJect was 

recognized is evidenced by the added inJunction that "the 

subJect is to be kept as secret as possible in the 

meantime." (10) 

Apri 1, 1834, 

Fortifications 

Following the presentatiol"l of the report in 

Byham reported to the Inspector Gel"leral of 

that there was no need to obtain "a more 

efficient control over the waters running into the Canal than 

now em~loyed.''(11> This decision was to have repercussions in 

future years when the need for a more comprehensive control 

and regulation of the various drainage basins became apparent. 
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The operation of the water control system as conceived 

of by Colonel By was coordinated by headquarters at Ottawa. 

But the maintenence of a sufficient draught of water for 

navigation, the regulating of flows to other users such as 

Mi 11 s, and the protection of the works and the surrounding 

countryside from flooding were all very much part of the 

responsibilities of the lockmasters. For these obJectives to 

be attained, they had to work as coordinated elements of an 

integrated system, a system which extended beyond the banks 

of the canal alone and incorporated the whole extent of the 

several watersheds draining into the Rideau. Ideally, with 

careful operation of the locks, sluices, and weirs, water 

levels could be maintained throughou~ the navigation season. 

It required close cooperation between the lockmasters at each 

stat ion, the operation of each being carefully syncopated in 

time and space. 

The annual cycle commenced with the closing of each 

navigation season, at which time all lock gates would be 

opened in sequence and the works drained, lockmasters being 

instructed to "run off" the water as fast as pc,ssible withc,ut 

"damaging the works."(12) Apart from the security of the 

"works", another concern was the effect upon the milling 

enterprises which were also dependent upon a continued flow 

of water. Accordingly, lockmasters were reminded of this 

dimension, if wi~h considerable qualification: 

As much fear is entertained by many 
individuals on the Rideau Canal that a 

6 



Scarcity of water during the winter 
will prevail and that their Mills will 
suffer if the water be lowered suddenly 
& rapidly at all stations. Lockmasters 
generally will bear this in mind and be 
guided accordingly taking care however 
that in so doing the works of the Canal 
and in.terests of the Department do not 
suffer. < 13> 

Long before the first signs of spring, stat ic,ns 

along the line were ordered to make preparations for the 

perennial freshets that challenged the works: 

The probabilities are that a freshet 
more or less will occur during the 
early part of next month. Lockmasters 
will on the first signs of a freshet be 
prepared to open the waste weirs and 
pass it down as gradually as possible. 
If any damage is likely to occur notice 
must be sent to this office with the 
least possible delay. < 14> 

The force of the spring freshet had to be channelled around, 

directed through, and endured by the works and the order came 

down the line that 

As there are indications of a thaw you 
must without hesitation take out the 
logs Should there be any appearance of 
the water rising As it would be 
impossible to take them out under high 
water Under any circumstances keeo the 
water below Navigation Level Untill 
CsicJ Next Monday when they Must all be 
taken out. (15) 

At some station, "passing the waters" simply meant the 

opening of the waste weirs by lifting the stop logs, being 

sure to replace them as soon as possible after the first rush 

in order to reserve the waters for later use. But at other 

stations, final repairs had first to be made before the onset 

of the floods. At this time of the year, this could be 

arduous. The laconic entries in the Lock Journals belie the 
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rigour of the work. At Black Rapids, the week of March 9-14, 

saw one labourer employed for two days at "cutting stop Logs 

out of the Ice preparatory to getting them out to stop back 

the water in order to fix the flange of Sluice. ''C16) With 

such preparations completed, 

withstand the freshets and, 

could be even more demanding, 

the stations had next to 

during this period, the work 

the Lockmaster at Black Rapids 

listing the names of his labourers who had "worked from 12 

to 13 hours each day at hard Labour ... Securing and protecting 

the works During high water. "(17) 

Following the passage of the freshet through the works, 

lock gates and sluices would be closed, stop logs placed in 

the weirs, and wate~ levels would be raised throughout the 

entire system and flood the works preparatory to navigation. 

Lockmasters were advised of their duties by Canal Order 

requiring them to "raise the water" at their stat ior,s and put 

the stop 

supply for 

logs in place on their weirs to "retain a good 

the the coming season". ( 18) Again, hc,wever, 

interests of the local country had to be taken into account 

and lockmasters were admonished to "be caref1.1l not to let 

the water raise at their respective stations beyond what is 

actually required for the Navigation" so that as little as 

possible flooding of of neighbouring lands would occur. (19) 

Increasingly, however, such were the various demands upon the 

system that the main problem was maintaining a sufficiency of 

water for navigation during the summer months. 

Lock Journals record orders received from 

Frequently, 

Headquarters 

warning them of this problem: "The Season hitherto proving an 
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unusually dry one, a scarcity of water may be apprehended, to 

Guard against which as much as possible the several 

lockmasters are to take immediate steps to retain all the 

water they can. 11 (20) 

During the course of the navigation season, therefore, 

the requirement that lockrnasters 11 
•• retain all the water they 

can" sorely taxed the abilities of the lc,ck staff ar,d the 

patience of the administration. All along the line oF 

navigation, stations cooperated in maintaining levels by 

passing as little water as possible from the surnmi t 

reservoirs. The synchronization of the actions of some 26 

individual actors, the lockmasters at their stations, was 

coordinated by Canal Orders. Water mcived from the summit via 

Newboro, Chaffey's, and Davis' to the Cataraqui section via 

Jones' Falls, a typical order requesting that 

Lockmaster Simmons will run down three 
inches of water to Davis'. The 
Lockmaster at Da~is' will pass it on to 
Jones' Falls, from thence it will go to 
Cranberry Level. Advise me what effects 
the last rains had on the levels. (21> 

Or again, 

efficiency: 

a general exhortation encouraging vigilence and 

Lockmasters will take every precaution 
to keep up the water in the Canal at 
their several stations and save all 
water possible having due regard to the 
safety of the works. 
The report of any waste water through 
carelessness or inattention will be at 
once investigated and reported to the 
department .... Weekly water reports to 
be punctually sent to the Head Office. (22> 

And even then, despite such supervisory diligence, 
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system did not work. Thus, the lockmaster at Long Island who 

let the water thl"ough uin a rush" without notice to the 

stations below was castigated, the incident being regarded as 

uthe act of a man who does not know what he is doing and 

shows the grossest incapacity."(23) Superintendent Wise also 

had occasion to crack his whip at the Kingston end of the 

system. In November, 1872, the water level at the Davis' 

station was 1 foot 2 inches above navigational 

resulting in the predictable squib from Wise: 

This rise is in the face of orders you 
received from Mr. Abbott to let it down 
and keep it below navigable water in 
order that the repairs to be made this 
year would be facilitated. 
Lock masters must understand that they 
must promptly fallow all orders given 
by the officers of the Canal and not 
take upon themselves to allow water to 
accumulate when orders to the contrary 
have been given them. <24> 

1 evel s, 

The following fall, lockmaster Foster was exercising his 

initiative and independence of action in Wise's system yet 

again and, much to the dissaproval of the latter, 

holding back water "when it is needed below": 

Mr Abbott wrote and verbally ir,structed 
you in this very point. but in face of 
all this you are letting your er,d get 
up. 
if you have not already done so take 
out some of your logs & notify Jones 
Falls you are running down to supply 
Cranberry. 
A little more Judgement on the part of 
Lockmasters is to be expected in these 
matters and if that is wanting more 
competent men must be put- in charge of 
stat ions. (25) 

was 

In 1885 Wise had a problem with Lockmaster Read at Hogs Back 

as, on two occasions, his inattention to the levels had caused 
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the flooding of the road at Hartwell's. Further, these mal-

control led levels came close to making a break in the 

embankment south-west of the waste weir: "The practice of 

letting your sluices run all night without watching your 

level must be stopped, as you will be held responsible for 

any damage that may occur from the raising too high. ''(26> 

Clearly, despite the essential logic of By's system and 

the diligence of the supervisory staff, ensuring lockmasters' 

cooperation in the task of water level regulation was a 

chronic problem. But other actors in the system were even 

less under the control of the Rideau admiriistrat ic,n. 

Increasingly, the waters were also used for hydraulic cower 

by various enterprises. Theoretically, canal management 

operated on the assumption that it could exercise full 

control over mills powered by the system's water, a control 

that was specified in the original leases and the general 

Canal regulations: 

All Owners of Mills, or those in charge 
of them, shall stop or shut down their 
Gates when directed by the 
Superintendent, or person in charge of 
that part of the Canal on which they 
are situated, and not at any time to 
draw down the Level below high-water 
mark .... (27) 

While this gave the canal management substantial legal 

authority to regulate these other users, in pr act ice, 

policing mills and other industries came to be one of the 

main problems faced by those charged with the responsibility 

of water control throughout the Rideau. 

11 



As the century progressed, ~herefore, adminstrators and 

lockmasters alike were sorely taxed to regulate the water at 

their stations in order to maintain navigation in such a way 

that that the rights of others would not 

Given the natural hydrological regimens, 

be interrupted. 

and given the 

increasingly diversified other uses, this was to prove to be 

an impossible task from the outset. As the nineteenth century 

unfolded and this trend continued to develop, 

became even more difficult. 

1~ 
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Chapter Two: Old Challenges, New Pressures 

The arrangements made for the 
preservation of the water for 
navigation exert their influence to the 
benefit of every water power user in 
the least degree connected with the 
main route. < 1> 

This extract from William Kingsford's report to C.E. 

Slater, the Superintendent of the Rideau Canal, was a comment 

on the extensive demands to which the limited supply of 

water was subJected, a comment that was as optimistic as it 

was unrepresentative of the prevailing ocinions of many. 

Indeed, the report was penned at the very height of the 

political and commercial turmoil resulting from the decision 

to further de'llelop the hydraulic resources of the Ridea.1..1 by 

the granting of additional water power privileges along the 

Rideau and Cataraqui rivers. And at a time when the system 

was already demonstrating that it was unable to meet existing 

demands being placed upon it. But with the transfer of 

the responsibility for administering the system from the 

British Department of Ordnance to the Provincial Department 

of Public Works, the mandate of the new administration was 

broadened from "protecting the navigatic,n" to encc,mpass the 

wider responsibility of serving the "public good". 

Certainly, steps had been taken to ensure the 

mechanical efficiency and structural security of the 

navigational works, but there still remained the problem of 

13 



the proper regulation of the water supply. A problem from the 

first years of operation, effective regulation of the water 

levels was being rendered even more difficult by the progress 

of the clearing of the forests and the increase in 

settlement. Each of these developments tended to exacerbate 

the hydrological extremes. With the forests being pushed back 

by lumbering and agriculture, the spring run-off was 

increased and the protection of the works continued to be 

vital: 

[The RideauJ is a system of navigation 
which deals directly with every flood 
of the country through which it passes~ 
and in order that it may be placed in 
safety beyor1d the reach of these 
disturbing causes, its mechanical 
structures and appliances for 
regulating the water should be 
constructed on the most approved 
principles, and the superintendence 
should be in every way efficient. <2> 

The extent to which the works could be threatened was 

demonstrated by the spring freshet of 1862. In that year, a 

flood "the like of it is r,ot remembered" damaged or destroyed 

the bridges at Ottawa, 

waste weir at Hog's Back, 

made a 150 feet wide break in the 

flooded and weakened the works at 

both Black Rapids and Long Island, washed out all the mill 

dams and bridges on the tributaries, and left the communities 

of Perth, Richmond and Kemptville "suffering". (3} 

Extraordinarily high levels were experienced again the 

following spring although no damage was done to the works. 

Superintendent Slater reported that "If water was the only 

thing to contend with it could be easily managed, but every 

spring immense quantities of drift wood come down the River, 
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which choke the sluices."(4) Ice was a problem too. Slater 

reported that the works at Hog's Back were threatened by a 

mass so large that it took 30 men to move only a portion of 

it. (5) In 1870, the lakes were reported as being higher than 

ever before, and this after all the water that the canal 

could hold having been passed down. Timber, stone, and sod 

had been added to the canal embankments so that even though 

the floods were "more formidable" thar, thc,se of the year 

previous, the canal was better prepared for them. Even so, 

Slater recommended damming the lakes at the headwaters of the 

tributaries and "some trustworthy local should be placed ir, 

charge" as they were so remote ar,d difficult tc, get to ar,d 

the "floods seem to be getting more troublesc,rne every 

During the spring floods, these were the ironic year. "(6) 

trade-offs: letting off water through the system to protect 

the works but attempting to retain as much as possible for 

future use; holding back water to protect the works down 

stream but by so doing raising lake levels and flooding 

adJoining lands. 

The late summer months posed a different challenge, 

however. Throughout the 1860's, 

was plagued by low water levels. 

the operation of the Rideau 

Superintendent Slater was 

optimistic in the high summer of 1863, reporting that, "The 

Navigation has been Maintained during this Season. In 

consequence of the improved state of the Dams, there is an 

abundant supply of water, 

in the Rideau Lake."(7) 

there being fully 2 feet to spare 

A year later, however, he had to 
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report that water was getting low below Rideau Lake and he 

ordered his lockmasters to keep the reach below them up to 

navigable levels. ( 8) 1865 was a particularly bad year with 

the severe floods of that spring being followed by a virtual 

drought from May on. Navigation was interrupted, mills were 

forced to operate on a part-time basis, cattle were driven 

miles to find water. Not surprisingly, with the navigation 

interrupted, lc,cal business interests complained of the 

unprecedented break down and recommended corrective measures. 

M. K. Dickenson complained to the Commissioner of Public 

Wc,rks: 

I regret that I have to represent 
that from the want of a proper supply 
of water on the Rideau, the 
obstructions on this route have finally 
culminated in the total suspension of 
navigation (for all practical purposes> 
between Ottawa and Kingston. 

Much as my business has suffered 
heretofore such an event to the the 
same extent has not occured during my 
whole experience on the route now 
twenty five years. 

I do earnestly beg that some 
immediate steps be taken to increase 
the supply of water as at present the 
business of my line of boats on this 
route is destroyed. (9) 

A similar complaint was directed to the Commissioner by J.M. 

Currier, who had been elected Tory M.P. for Ottawa in 1863: 

I regret to say that on my arrival 
home COttawaJ I find the water so low 
in the Rideau River and Canal that 
steamboats and barges are stopped from 
running (for all practical purposes> 
and that the millCsicJ are in the same 
conditions. The present is to request 
that you will at once order a report as 
to where and how the $1500 which was 
appropriated for the improvement or 
this river shall be laid out to best 

16 



advar,tage. 
If this money be not expended this 

fall of course no benefit can be 
derived from it next year, as the 
obJect is to retain the water back next 
spring keeping it in reserve against 
low water in summer which can be easily 
accomplished. I beg you to order 
someone to examine & report at once. (10) 

The citizens of Kingston also complained of the interruption 

of the water communication between their city and Ottawa 

because of low water, arguing forcefully 

that something be done as soon as 
possible in order that at the opening 
of navigation or soon afterwards there 
shall be a plentiful supply of water, 
that navigation be not impeded and that 
if necessary at any time to use the 
Rideau as a military line of 
communication it may not be 
comparatively useless as it now 
undoubtedly is for a great part of the 
summer season. C 11 > 

Low water levels prevailed throughout the entire decade 

of the 1870's and each September saw the discontinuance of 

steamer traffic along the Summit and Rideau river sections of 

the waterway, together with other inconveniences. Thus, 

lockages of rafts of lumber had to be staggered to ensure a 

sufficient draught of water for this heavy demand, and one 

lockmaster faced a back-up of some 150 lock fills of lumber 

as he waited on the pCrovision of more water. <12) The impact 

of such interruptions can be Judged by a communication from 

lockmaster McCann at Jones' Falls to the station above him: 

You will oblige me very much if you 
give all the water You can spare today 
and Tomorrow, as I am passing 49 
lockages of cedar. And now up to 10:30 
am the water has fallen 4 inches on my 
upper sill. I commenced running at 6 am 
so you can Judge how much I want. I 
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have passed up to 11 am 10 lockages. (13) 

Other activities were interfered with to such an extent that 

in 1871 the forwarders, mill owners, and manufacturers from 

the Kingston to Chaffey's Mills section of the waterway 

petitioned for - relief. Their main recommendation was a new 

system of dams at the headwaters of the Cataraqui but they 

too questioned the efficiency of the ''superintendence": 

That in a work of this kind embracing 
such a diversity of interests ... 
necessitating the proper maintenance of 
Locks and Dams ... can be looked for only 
in an active, energetic and efficient 
Superintendent, one possessed of more 
than ordinary capacity and decision 
to character, with considerable 
administrative ability. And that your 
memorialists regret to state that 
Judging from the wide spread and 
reiterated complaints ... a thorough 
change in the management CisJ 
imperatively necessary. (14> 

Apart from the limits being placed upon navigation and 

industrial development along the Rideau by the questionable 

reliability of the water supply, other promising 

developments were also being prevented. Recognizing that 

"water lot owners live in a constant dread lest the supply 

of water on which their whole operations depend and on the 

strength of which capital has been expended will be 

exhausted in the early months of Autumn,'' two petitioners, 

Lewis and Currier, identified a new opportunity being lost 

because of the parlous state of the navigation: 

... if it were possible to pass from 
Kingston to Ottawa in ten or twelve 
hours ... during the months of July. 
August, September and part of October, 
thousands of American travellers would 
make the trip, considerably adding to 
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the revenue of the Navigation Tolls, 
and leading to the expenditure of large 
sums of money at Ottawa, Kingston and 
the intermediate points. The 
extraordinary statistics of pleasure 
travel is suggestive of the e~tent such 
a movement would take in this 
direction ... more especially as the 
Rideau Navigation lies in the main 
route to Montreal, and would certainly 
be followed by those tourists who had 
passed through the Thousand Islands and 
who have descended the Rapids. (15) 

Others had shared the "w,:,ndrous beauty" of the Rideau with 

the petitioners, but they must have been among the first to 

explicitly predict future tourist developments. 

It was obvious to all, admi ni st rat ors, users, 

entrepreneurs, and the local populace at 1 arge, that ar, 

improved system of reservoirs was needed. With this system 

in place, spring freshets could be constrained ar,d summer 

droughts minimized. But before these probl~ms could be 

addressed, the new administration was contemplating the 

addition of a new set of hydraulic users. Rather than 

Kingsford's sanguine assessment, conflicts over the potection 

of a sufficiency of water for navigation, the proposed 

expansion of hydraulic privileges, and the local populace's 

fears of insufficient volumes for milling, i ndustria 1, and 

urban needs, was to become a paramount issue of concern 

during the years that the Rideau system was administered by 

the Department of Public Works. 

Colonel By had originally recommende~ the leasing of the 

water privileges along the canal, arguing that their 
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development would 

It was not until 

improve the security of the canal works. 

1845 that the Ordnance surveyed the 

hydraulic potential of each of the lock stations, and 

established the elementary ground rules for leasing which 

assured that Ordnance controlled the regulation of the 

waters, rights to re-occupy the lands, and was protected from 

any claims for compensation because of damages done by 

floods. ( 16) Even though the Ordnance recognized the 

financial returns to be gained from such initiatives, it was 

not until the transfer of authority to the P~ovince that the 

potential for commercial development was realized. 

The intentions of the new administration with regard to 

hydraulic rights were clear from the outset. 

a lease of the surplus water at Long 

The request for 

Island was very 

favourably received by the Superintendent of the Ottawa 

Works: 

I am of opinion that all the water 
powers on the line of the Canal, so far 
as they do not interfere with the 
navigation, should be leased, as 
nothing tends more to improve a country 
by ways of increasing the population 
and introducing capital, than 
~anufacturing establishments in full 
operation, to say nothing of the 
business that would, in this case be 
created for the Canal. (17) 

If these were the ends, proper development required a survey 

of the water power resources. Accordingly, a preliminary 

inventory was taken in 1859 of the surplus water that had 

already been developed, that was suitable for development, 

and that should not be allowed to be developed. <18) Another 
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report in Apri 1, 1860 was more comprehensive and had been 

initiated by the Commissioner of Public Works "with a view of 

ascertaining where Water Power would be available and could 

be leased for Manufact 1..tri ng purposes. 11 
( 19) 

This report prepared by J.D. Slater and H. Morri 11 

recognized that "at certain Stations on the Canal, 

water might be 1.1sed for prc,pel ling Machinery, " 

the waste 

but ther, 

proceeded to list several qualifications: no leases should be 

al lowed where "the Water might be drawn belc,w Navigable 

height"; where leases were granted they should specify that 

there were to be ''no claims for damages or compensation when 

the Water is 1 et off"; where "hydraulic lots" were to be 

allowed, "Manufacturing establishments shc,uld be erected ,:,r, 

the Bank of the River opposit CsicJ to the Locks so that the 

Navigation not be impeded"; and attention was drawn to "the 

danger of Saw Mills filling the canal and River with saw 

Dust, Slabs, & other refuse which should be strictly 

prohibited."(20) With these caveats, the report inventoried 

the commercial prospects for the government's property: four 

hydraulic lots at Hog's Back with water power sufficient for 

driving four runs of stones or "any description of 

machinery"; one mill site each was assigned to Black Rapids, 

Clowes, Edmond's, Chaffey's Mills, Davis' Mills, and Brewer's 

Lower Mil ls, with a rent of $16 per annum per run of stones 

and $64 per annum for water rent; a "superior'" site was 

identified at Jones' Falls but, because of its isolation, no 

developments should take place until roads and bridges were 

provided; mills were also favoured at the waste weirs of 
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Chaffey's, Davis', and Lower Brewer's, the latter being so 

isolated from other milling facilities that "it ought to be 

stipulated that a Grist Mill only should be erected at this 

place. "(21 > 

Later that year, none other than Samuel Keefer 

considered the question of the possible use of the "remaining 

Surplus Water Power" aYrd, haviY'lg toL1red the 1 iY'le of the caY'ral 

with Slater in attehdance and the Slater and Morrill report 

in hand, 

Works: 

was able to advise J. Rose, Commissioner of Public 

I had thus aY'I opportunity of seeing on 
the ground how they proposed to carry 
out these Plans. I have the 
satisfaction of reporting that they 
appear to be Judicious & that they meet 
with my entire approval. (22> 

Keefer went on to report that, following meetings with Mr. 

Coffin who was in charge of Ordnance lands, that 

it appears to me the time has arrived 
when for public convenience as well as 
for making the most of the Government 
property, some of these Water Powers 
with the Land necessary for there CsicJ 
operation might be advantageously 
leased. Due notice being given in 
Canadian and some of the United States 
newspapers, these leases might be 
disposed of at Auction, and the 
remainder sold ... as they come in 
demand. (23) 

Keefer's recommendations were acted on expeditiously. 

In 1861, the Commissioner of Public Works reported that the 

Merrill and Slater report had been received, examined, and 

adopted by the Department and that, 

plan, 

in accordance with this 
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... Leases of the water privileges at 
Hogsback, Edmond's, Chaffey's, and 
Lower Brewer's have been advertised for 
sale, by public auction, to be held at 
Ottawa on the 15th April, next. Leases 
for the remaining privileges at Black's 
Rapids, Clowes', Davis's, Smith's 
Falls, and Jones' Falls, will 
likewise, be offered for sale, so soon 
as there may appear to be a reasonable 
demand for them. (24) 

His attendant comment that ''in the course of a few years, 

this work may be made self sustaining" was r1c,t ur1associated 

with this new pol icy irsitiative. (25) Accord i rig l y, 

Suprintendent Slater was ordered to prepare for a public 

auction of leases of water power by circulating printed 

notices 

setting forth the advantages that 
balong to the Water Power at Hogsback 
and which you can circulate as you may 
think proper, without however 
publishing them in Newspapers although 
they might furnish matter for Editorial 
writing on the subJect if necessary. (26) 

Water power lots were also auctioned off for Edmond's, 

Chaffey's, and Lower Brewer's, the sales being finalized on 

May 15, 1861. (27) The conditions of sale which accompanied 

the transaction included the requirement that ''free roads" 

would be required, that the site at Lower Brewer's could only 

be developed for a grist mill, and that 

It is distinctly to be understood that 
should any saw dust, slabs, edgirsgs or 
any other refuse or rubbish be allowed 
to be thrown into the River or Canal 
from either Edmonds, Chaffeys or 
Brewers Lower Mills, it shall be·· the 
power of the Government to cancel the 
lease and stop the mill in addition to 
the fines proscribed by the rules and 
regulations for the management of the 
Provincial Canals. (28) 
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Later that year, pressure was exerted to develop the site at 

it beir,g argued that "the people ir, the 

Neighbourhood are very anxious to have a grist Mill erected 

as there are none near there."(29} The site was transferred 

from Ordnance to Crown Lands on May 5, 1862 and offered for 

sale on March 7, 186.3, with the c ,:,r,diti,:,y-, that "The Water 

Power proposed to be let consists of the surolus water a~ 

this static,r,, not required for the use of t~e Canal, this is 

variable but there is generally sufficient to drive six run 

of stone but the Government will not enter into obligations 

t,:, suoply any stip•.tlated quar,tity."(30) T;,at 

entrepreneurs were not anxious to avail themselves of => 1 ' ....... 
these soeculative opportunities is clear from a survey of the 

milling enterprises in place by the end of 1863: 

STATION 

Hogsback 
Long Island 
Burritt's Rapids 
Nicholson's 
Merrickville 
Edmond's 
Old Sly's 
Smith's Falls 
Whitefish 
Brewer's Upper 
Brewer's Lower 
Kingston Mills 

MILLS 

GRIST SAW SHINGLE 

No. Stones No. Saws N,:,. Saws 

No I rn provemeY-,t s 
1 4 1 1 1 1 
1 - 1 3 ◄ 2 ,:, J. 

3 37 1 2 
2 7 1 4 

No I mprovemer,t s 
1 4 
2 5 2 4 1 1 
1 3 1 55 

1 5l. 
1 3 

To let 

WOOLEN 

No. 

1 . ... 

2 

◄ ... 
1 

( 31 > 

Clearly, Public Works had moved quickly and far along the 

road away frorn the Ordnance position of reserving the 

faciJities at the stations for navigation and defence. 
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Henceforth, the management of the establishment would have to 

contend with demands motivated by concerns other than 

navigation, some of which had interests diametrically opposed 

to those of navigation. 

Not all were in favour of this rush to develop the 

hitherto unexploited opportunities for Rideau water power. 

Superintendent Slater was nothing but consistent iY, his 

warnings about the danger of excessive use by mills in 

general and the special menace to navigation posed by lumber 

mills in particular. Thus, at a time when all the water 

privileges. at most of the stations were on the block he went 

on record as being opposed to the application to develop the 

water power at Newboro. His reasons were quite clear: 

the waters of the Canal at Newboro are 
at the summit level, and that no more 
water is allowed to pass tpwards 
Kingston than is sufficient for 
Lockage, the surplus water of the Upper 
Rideau Lake, when there is any, falls 
into the Lower Rideau Lake at the 
Narrows.... It is necessary to 
economise this summit water strictly, 
or the navigation cannot be maintained 
thro' the season, and it would be 
highly improper on any account, or on 
any conditions to grant any Mill 
privilege in connection with this 
level. <32) 

With water levels falling in Rideau Lake in 1864, Slater 

comp'lai ned that under normal circumstances, there was a 

sufficiency of water stored for navigation, but not for 

milling too, especially as they were unregulated. 
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Accordingly, he recommended that 

the Government should be particularly 
cautious hereafter about granting water 
power on the Canal, when once 
privileges are granted, no matter how 
small, there are constant applications 
for extension of them backed by 
political influence, and much trouble 
and expense is created thereby. (33) 

On being requested to provide information about further power 

Slater reported that there was "no amount ,:,f aY,y importance" 

left to be leased, added the opiY,ior, that the "late OrdY,ar,ce 

wisely came to the determina~ion to lease no more water 

pc,wer", and, fiY,ally, provided the gratuitous explanation for 

his views that mill owners were constantly expanding their 

machinery and were difficult to restrain from using the water 

so "abundantly" that it was to the d et r i rner,t of 

na_vigation. (34) He had plenty of proof to support his case. 

Thus, at Smith's Falls, "the Lock Master has fou.,..,d that he 

could not fill the Basin, and has found this slide open and 

feeding the water to the Mills, instead of filling the 

Basin. 11 (35) Later that same year, forwarders complained that 

the mills were running "day and night II at a time wher, 

navigation was marginal and Slater responded by directing the 

lockmaster at Long Island that ''we cannot run water enough 

down from the Lake to supply the Mills and waste, you will 

therefore have to stop the Mills unless the Water is 

absolutely required below your Station. "(36) 

therefore, the principal cause of low water, 

For Slater, 

aY,d frequent 

interruption to navigation was caused by the Mills, which 

were being continually enlarged, and appropriating water 
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which could not be spared. 

In particular, the primacy of navigation was to the fore 

in his focussed poposition to lumber mills as, despite car,al 

regulations and conditions of leasing, "the Navigation of the 

Canal is being nearly destroyed by refuse from saw 

mil ls. 11 (37) His comments on a specific proposal to 

establish a mill at Chaffey's Lock reveals his general 

coni::ern: 

I should not recommend that any saw 
mill, or other establishment for 
manufacturing timber, be allowed at 
this place, on account of the refuse 
being allowed to fall into the Canal, 
which under any circumstances, can 
scarselyCsicJ be prohibited, but would 
encourage Grist Mills, or other factory 
which would give employment to the 
people, and benefit the country, without 
ir1Juring the navigation. (145) 

Some of Slater's other reasons were more sensitive than 

pragmatic. Having recognized the "picturesque" and 

"pleasantly situated" attractions of the Hog's Back station, 

he had the prescience to recommend that it be reserved as it 

could be "laid out into park sites when the population of 

Ottawa begins to increase."(39) Jc1r1es' Falls elicited a 

similar reaction and, despite the "superior Water Power at 

this place", he argued that "the grounds and scenery are very 

beautiful, and ar~ much admired, it would therefore be a pity 

to destroy these, without some correspor,dir,g advantage." (40) 

The government announcement that expanded hydraulic 

privileges were to be offered was met with considerable 

opposition from other quarters also. Noting the newspaper 

advertisements of the Government's i r,t ent ion to lease 
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additional water rights along the Cataraqui sect ion, 

Gananoque mill owners petitioned Commisioner Rose that the 

water diversion effected by the Whitefish Dam had been 

"orginally authorized and can only legally be applied for 

canal purposes" that he prevent "any further 

appropriation of water power for milling purposes. "(41) 

Clearly, the manufacturers of Gananoque led by the Gananoque 

Water Power Company feared that the new developments would 

further diminish the water supply to the Gananoque river via 

Whitefish Creek, a supply which had already been restricted 

to only that water considered to be surplus to the navigation 

needs of the Rideau. 

The historical precedents for the claims presented by 

the millers of the Gananoque were well documented. Pri,:,r tc, 

the War of 1812, two Gananoque millers, 

Haskins, erected a dam at Whitefish Creek. 

Lemuel and John 

Their obJective 

was to interrupt the flow to the Gananoque river in order to 

increase the head of water in the lakes behind for milling 

purposes. Later, Lemuel Haskins had constructed a second dam 

at a narrow section of the drainage which came to be known as 

the Round Tail; this dam directed the drainage of the Dog 

and Cranberry lake systems to the Gananoque at the Whitefish 

dam. Following the collapse of the original dam at 

Whitefish, John Brewer, the proprietor of a mill at Brewer's 

Mil ls, had Joined with the Haskins b~others in replacing and 

improving the dam there, so producing a more extensive 

reservoir system in the Dog, Cranberry, and Whitefish lakes 
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to supply their respective milling interests along the 

Cataraqui and the Gananoque rivers. (42) The origir,al 

delineation of the natural drainage system and its local use 

was well recognized locally. One settler of long standing, 

Isa Haskins, noted "the natural outlet of the Lakes above 

Jones' Falls was originally thro' Whitefish Creek and the 

natural outlet of the lakes below Jones Falls was by the 

Cataraqui. "(4.3) For ar,other, Charles Chrysler, "Jc,hr, 

CryslerCsicJ had a contract for masts, spars and oak with the 

Imperial Government and brought the timber from Rideau Lake 

by the Whitefish to Gananoque in preference to the Cataracui 

route this was a short time before the canal commenced say 

about 1822 to 1827. "(44) But, however well documented the 

claims for a formerly more extensive Gananoque drainage 

system, in 1827, John Haskins and John Brewer had sold their 

milling privileges to the Ordnance to make way for the Rideau 

canal. A large dam was constructed at Morton, drowning out 

the one at Round Tail, diverting all the waters down the 

Cataraqui, and leaving only a modest overflow to the 

Gananoque system. (45> 

The case for the Gananoque Water Power Company rested on 

the assertion that the Whitefish Dam diverted the natural 

flow of water, to the detriment of the Gananoque, fc,r the 

express purpose of providing sufficient levels 

navigation. The new proposal to direct some of the diverted 

waters to new milling activities along the Cataraqui section 

of the Rideau system contravened, it was claimed, the 

original agreement. Further, the increased demand for water 
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would eliminate any surplus water at Whitefish 

therefore, diminish flows a.long the Ga.na.noque. The Ga.nar,oque 

mi 11 owners' petition to the Commissioner of Public Works 

insisted that an investigation be mounted by a competent 

engineer to ''prevent any further appropriation of water power 

for milling purposes below the level of the said Whitefish 

Dam. "(46> That geography alone did not determine opinions 

on this matter is demonstrated by the support afforded the 

Gananoque position by BenJamin Tett. He communicated to 

Comrnisioner Rose that "when the Canal was first cor,structed 

the water was diverted from the Gananoque River by the 

erection of the Whitefish Dam for Canal purposes but not to 

increase the quantity of Water for Mill puposes as at present 

advertised to the great inJury of the Mills on the Gananoque 

Rivers", adding that he supported the Gananoque millers so 

"that the rights of property in private persol"1S may riot be 

interfered with."(47) Whatever the merit of the historical 

evidence, Superintendent Slater was persuaded by more 

pressing contemporary arguments: water had to be passed down 

to Kingston Mills because of the loss due to the leak there, 

because of the considerable loss due to evaporation along the 

Drowned Lands, and because of sanitary considerations. He 

closed his case with the telling argument, ''If the Government 

has not the legal right to despose CsicJ of the surplus 

Waters, in that case it would not be advisable to grant any 

Milling privileges at Lower Brewer's", others in existence 

being dealt with later. (48) A similar practical observation 
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was advanced by the veteran of the Rideau, Thomas Burrowes, 

the former Overseer and Clerk of Works, who was well 

acquainted with the Rideau from the early days of 

coY,struct ion: "there is as much leakage <that cannot be 

COYlt ro 11 ed > thro' the dam at Kingston Mills as will drive a 

mi 11, this has to be supplied thro' Brewers and this power 

might Just as well be employed for the benefit of the country 

as to be allowed to be wasted."(49) 

With the Cataraqui leases assigned, the dispute continued 

into the crisis decade of the 1870's, the question of the 

allocation of water to milling interests adding to the 

pressure to find some solution to the problem of falling 

navigation levels. The Gananoque Water Power• Company had 

agai Y1 pressed its claim for its share of the Rideau waters 

via the Whitefish Dam, this time advancing the reasonable 

request that the waters above Jones' Falls be allowed to flow 

into the Gananoque at the close of navigatioYi. The 

DepartmeY,t thought this to be "Just aY,d reasoY,able and should 

be the policy in the distribution of surplus water after the 

close of navigation as between the interests of Gananoque and 

those in the direction of KingstoY, Mills", provided a 

sufficient flow was protected for the three government leased 

mills below Whitefish Dam. (50> 

Initially, the concept had been to develop the waters 

surplus to the needs of navigatioYI as supplementary revenue 

for the Government operation of the system. As predicted by 

Superintendent Slater, however, such were the demands of the 

millers, and such was their political influence, that they 
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would become an influential pressure block affecting the 

policy for the development of the Rideau. Nowhere was this 

more clear than with the dispute over the division of waters 

between the milling interests of the Gananoque and Cataraqui 

systems. While the three mills between Jones' Falls •nd 

Kingston ( Upper Brewer' s, Lower Brewer's, Kings t OY"r Mi 11 s) 

employed only 20 persons, they were Government mills and paid 

annual rentals for their water privileges. (51) 

side of the Whitefish Dam, however, there were 21 private 

. mills, employi~g some 594 hands in the water powered 

production of shovels, springs and axles, hinges and nails, 

agricultural imp 1 emeY,t s, harness and snaths, sashes and 

doors, woolens, rivets, hubs and spokes, iron products, as 

well as a tannery and grist and saw mills. (52> An equally 

diversified hydraulically powered industrial economy could be 

found along the Rideau below Smith's Falls and its water 

needs, together with the demands for navigation purposes, 

added to the pressure for improving the water supply for the 

system. Dividing and allocating the waters between the 

interests of commerce, milling, and industry was a new 

respoYrsi bi 1 i ty for the po 1 icy rnakers aYrd managers. 

i~~ Planning for Excansion 

MaJor fluctuations in water levels and increased 

conflict over use of that water which was available clearly 

argued for a reappraisal of the hydrological resources upon 

which the Rideau system depended. Accordingly, i Y-r March, 
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1865, a report was presented by the Select Committee 

appointed by the Government of the Province of Canada 

to enquire into the feasibility or 
regulating the supply of water in the 
Rideau Canal, and to the mills thereon, 
by means of retaining-dams Ol"1 sundry 
lakes, being the head-waters of the 
Rideau River, and also of considering 
the practibility of, and the advantages 
that would arise from, the opening up 
of the navigation between these lakes 
and the Rideau Canal. (53> 

With the benefit of advice from Thomas Keefer, the C,:,mm it tee 

arrived at a determination of the cause of, and the solution 

to the problem posed by the "severe freshets il"1 spri_ng and 

very low water in summer" attributing them tc, 

the clearing up of the country, which 
causes the ice and snow in the interior 
to melt .earlier than was formerly the 
case, and also to the better drainage 
of the country, allowing a more rapid 
discharge of surface water than 
previously took place. 

To remedy these evils the Committee 
are persuaded that all that is 
necessary is, in the words of one of 
the witnesses, "by artificial means to 
do what the swamps and woods effected 
before they were cleared up; that is, 
to collect and hold back the surplus of 
the flood-waters, and feed them out as 
required." The way to accomplish this 
desirable obJect would ... be by the 
erection of a few retaining-dams and 
waste-gates upon the Lakes on both 
sides of the canal, which could be 
effected at a small cost. (54) 

While a recommendation was made regarding the extension of 

navigation via □tty, Long and Adam's lakes to within two 

miles of Perth, the committee considered the "maintenance of 

a sufficient supply of water" to be the larger subJect, 

affecting "the Province at large, as well as the section of 
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country through which the canal passes": 

To this end, 

The canal is indispensable to the towns 
and villages, and the large commercial 
and milling establishments created by 
it, and is also of the greates value to 
Ottawa and Kingston, its termini. It 
is, besides, of the utmost importance 
that the Province should be in 
possession of an internal route of 
navigation, lyiTig away from the 
frontier, and consequently less 
exposed, and that the route should be 
in such a state of efficiency as to be 
serviceable in the event of 
interruption of the St. Lawrence 
Canals, from any cause. (55) 

the Department of Public Works was charged with 

the responsibility of a thorough examination of the tributary 

lakes to determine the rnost "efficient and yet economical" 

improvements. Three distinct drainage basins were specified: 

1. The Wolfe Lake system draining 
the Rideau at Westport. 

2. The Bob's Lake, Myer's Lake system 
feeding the Tay River and linked to 
the Rideau via the Tay Canal. 

3. The Devil Lake system feeding into 
the Rideau at Bedford Mills by 
Massassa~ua Creek. 

The Committee's report was underscored by the occurrence of 

an "unusual drouth" in late 1865 and although the canal 

remained open for "srna 11 steamers and sail i r,g vessels", rni 11 

operations were interrupted and ''large passenger steamers 

were laid up about a rnonth."(56) For Slater, as with the 

Committee, the solution was obvious: "There is an abundance 

of water every year for both these purposes (navigation and 

millingJ, if only it could be retained and economized"; the 

principal reservoir was Rideau Lake and steps should be taken 
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to 11 supplemeY1t' this reserve". C57> 

As early as 1864, James H. Rowan had been dispatched by 

the Department to produce a preliminary examination of the 

extensive Devil Lake drainage basin. While existing maps were 

quite unreliable, he estimated that there were some 25 to 30 

lakes, ranging in size from 30 to 3,000 acres, 

at least 87 square miles in the townships of Loughborough, 

Bedford, and South Crosby. Not only were these 

lakes large but they were possessed of high and bold rocky 

shores and narrow which facilitated dam 

construction. (58) Dams had already been erected along 

Massassagua Creek by the local entrepreneurs, BeY1Jarni n Tett 

and Geor~e Chaffey. The dam at Buttermilk Falls had been 

maintained there in its present form for over 25 years and 

served to raise Devil Lake by 3 feet; another dam at the 

western end of Devil Lake raised Mud Lake 7 feet and Knowlton 

Lake 2 to 3 feet. (59) Apart from originally facilitating the 

Tett and Chaffey lumber operations by allowing them to float 

their timber to the mills at the foot of Devil Lake and the 

Junction with the Rideau canal, these men pointed out to the 

Commissioner that their dam had also served as "a much needed 

reservoir for the Rideau Canal. 11 (60) John Chaffey went on 

to offer his services in the construction and maintenance of 

dams if the Department would assume them as public works, and 

also exempt him from any claims for flood damage. (61) It 

was well recognized that the "Chaffey's Darn", as it was 

locally known, was an important and integral part of the 

Rideau water regulation system. By 1871, however, with the 
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dam in a serious state of disrepair and Chaffey discor,tinuing 

his operat ior,s there, the old "Chaffey's Dam" was replaced by 

the "Dominion Reserve Dam", a 4 feet wide sluice, 50 feet 

long at the crest, and 12 feet high. (62) 

Elsewhere dams were established throughout the headwaters 

of the Tay system, Slater report i r,g that "if the water of 

these Lakes is reserved it will flow into a series of Lakes, 

the head waters of the Rideau, and into the Upper Rideau Lake 

which 

(viz) 

is our summit level, and could be sent either way 

towards Kil"1gstor1 al",d Ottawa." (63) The first dam was 

constructed at the outlet of Eagle Lake in 1865, the 

expenditure of $830 raising the water level some 10 feet and, 

in the same year, the burnt dam at Crow Lake was repaired, so 

increasing the lake level some 20 feet there also. (64) 

Repairs to the dam at Poonamalie and deepening of the channel 

there also served to increase the capacity of the crucial 

Rideau Lake reservoir. (65) Slater considered the best 

prospect to be a dam at Bob's Lake and, accordingly, a dam 

was constructed there in 1871, with another at Mud Lake. 

Not only did the new works increase the storage capacity of 

these units and allow for the better regulation of the waters 

for the benefit of the Rideau navigation but they also did 

much to improve the security of water supply for the 20 

millers along the Tay between Bob's Lake and Port Elmsley. (66) 

With this formal extension of the Rideau sphere of 

influence, other interests asserted themselves and, despite 

the promised advantages, the new dams did not meet with 
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universal approval. Indeed, water control practices and 

engineering works directed at improving the system had long 

had to contend with local opposition. Thus, the first section 

of the system where "water fails" each year was at Ki lmarY-1ock 

stat ioY-1 and, in an attempt at alleviating this problem, dams 

had been established there to prevent water escaping 

lowlying lar,ds called the "Break. Grot.md", 

... but the inhabitants of the 
neighbourhood open the channel again as 
often as it is closed, to drain the 
lands, as they are valuable as meadows 
or pasture lands. No one can be got who 
wi 11 give i r,f,::,rmat i or, ,::,f the offer,ders. ( 67) 

ir,to 

Or agair,, ever since the original construction of the dam at 

Mills in 1832, fluctuating water levels had 

occasioned damage claims against the Chaffeys and, ever, 

though many of these were advanced by settlers who had taken 

up lar,d long after the construction of the dam, they were 

paid to avoid unnecessary trouble. This was obviously a 

pot~ntial problem for the Department and in order to minimize 

future claims, the Department of Crown Lands was requested to 

add the proviso to all land patents in the townships of 

Loughborough, Portland, and Bedford that 

it shall be lawful for the Proprietors 
of Mills and for the Department of 
Public Works to maintain the waters 0¥ 

the Lakes and Streams adJacent to or 
upon the said lands hereby granted~ at 
the highest level attained at any time 
previous to the date hereof without 
liability for Damages to the said 
grantee his heirs or assigns. 

Reserving also the right to the 
Crown to overflow the whole or any part 
of the land hereby granted without 
liability for damages to the said 
grantee his heirs, successors or assigns. (68> 

37 



Not content with this, Public Works requested even more of 

Crowr, Lands, urging that as improvements were being made in 

the vicinity of several lakes throughout the townships of 

Hinchenbrooke and Bedford, "with a view to increasing the 

supply of water in the Rideau Canal and that these 

improvements wi 11 flood adJacent lands", that r,o further land 

grants be made until the works were completed. (69) 

already settled throughout the area concerned had to be dealt 

with, however. Farmers cc,mplained that their "valuable" 

lands were being drowned or rendered unserviceable by waters 

backed up for repairs such as those at Poonamalie or by the 

annual flood control operations. These could be considerable 

and some were thQught to be patenting lar,d ir, vulr,erable 

areas simply for the annual damages that could be claimed. 

Others were more concerned with the destruction of their 

property and the interruption of their activities. 

pressures must have had some affect as by November, 

Their 

1875, 

Prime Minister Alexander Mackenzie, who also served as 

Minister of Public Works, had been persuaded that the 

government dams on the Devil's Lake system should be 

abandoned and that no more damage claims entertained. (70) 

Hearing of this report, the local M.P. and a remarkably venal 

Liberal, s. Shibley, wrote to Mackenzie expressing his full 

approval of the proposed action: 

Upon 
days 
the 

enquiry at your department a few 
ago I was pleased to learn that 

Government had decided to abandon 
the Dominic~ or Government Dam between 
what is known as Mud Lake and Devil 
Lake in the riding of Addington. 
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However, 

Thereby giving the people ar, 
their 

gett i Y'IQ 
which will 

oportunityCsicJ of reclaiming 
lands in stead of 
CcompensationJ for CdamagesJ 
please them much better. (71) 

the Department never had the opportunity to 

officially implement its new policy. The decision was made 

for it. On July 26, 1876, Chaffey's Dam was "entirely torrr 

up and floated away by a gang of evil disposed persons" 

disguised with blackeY1ed faces. (72) Well orgar,ized oppositior, 

was also met with in the Tay region. The first estimate of 

damages for the lands drowned by the raised levels of Bob's 

Lake amounting to over $11,000 although they were later 

"evaporated" to less than $3, 000. (73) The threat of their 

"valuable" 

prompted 

lands .and 

petitions 

"hard earned roads" be i r,g drc,wr,ed 

sigr,ed by some 115 farmers and 

inhabitants.74) Not satisfied with their treatment, local 

after people vented their spleen on the offending dams and, 

two unsuccessful attempts at blowing it up, 

Lake was eventually burned in 1875. (75) 

the darn at Eagle 

Despite this opposition, these developments in the 

headwaters to the west of the Rideau did afford some relief 

to the water users in that section of the country. They did 

little, however, to alleviate the concerns of the interests 

to the south and east, and, in particular, the Gananoque 

interests continued to press their case. Thus, iY, 1872, the 

"Mill Owners, Merchants, and Agriculturalists, residing along 

the valley of the Gananoque River" petitior-,ed Sir Francis 

Hincks~ Minister of Finance, for redress of past grievances 

and improvements of their water resources. (76) The petition 
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In 

system were or1g1na11y ~o oe 
Cranberry Lake, the outflo~ 
which furnished "numerous Mi 11 : 
the route, and large motive 
which was occupied and appl 
many ir,dustrial pursuits." 

2. That because of water shortages or 
Rideau, "a portion of this overflo 
turned back - at first perha~ 
quarter, then half of the strea 
until within the last ten or fift 
years, the supply on the Rideau 
become so short, that during two 
three months in the year, the who 
stream has beer, withheld, greatly 
the damage and inconvenience of you 
ri1emorial ists." 

3. That the Gananoque drainage basin could 
be rer,dered "r,avigable f,:ir boats ,-:,f 
light draught at a comparatively slight 
expense, ~nd furnishing thereby a coast 
line of over one hundred miles." 

4. That approval had been granted in 1837, 
but nQ action had been taken. 

5. That while other sections of the Rideau 
country had been favoured with 
government proJects, South Leeds had 
been neglected, the surplus water 
provided by the proJect "in some 
measure compensate for the 
appropriation of waters to the use of 
the Rideau Canal, and open up a section 
of country now cut off from direct 
communication with markets - and 
add greatly to the population of this 
section, with corresponding increase in 
the various industries." 

6. That givel"1 the 1837 precedent, past 
damages suffered, and the potential 
benefits of the works, "the whole 
SUbJect will receive that at tent ior, 
which its importance demands. "(77) 

an attempt at a rational clarification the claim of 

the contending interests and a possible technical solution 
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the problem, in 1872 William Kingsford, C. E., had beer, 

commissioned to investigate the potential for improving the 

water supply in the Cataraqui-Gananoque headwater region. 

His report addressed this question and also the possibility 

of integrating a navigable route along the Gananoque river 

with the Rideau system. (78) 

Kingsford's survey determined that the headwaters of the 

Cranberry Lake system which originally drained at Whitefish 

were very indeterminate, had been much altered by the Rideau 

works, and was, therefore, artificially connected with its 

present feeders. Prior to these alterations, the original 

Cranberry Marsh headwaters appeared not to have been very 

exter,sive. Kingsford argued that rather, there had beer, 

several lakes which had been formed in "isolated geological 

pockets at different levels, many with the slightest water 

thread of connection, and generally speaking maintained by 

the spring freshets."(79) His conclusion, therefore, was 

that the real headwaters for the Gananoque were to be found 

not in the Cranberry Lake area but in the Beverly and 

Charleston lakes. With this determined, the implications for 

the question of the Rideau water supply were quite clear: 

That formerly when the water in the dry 
season was at a low level, little or no 
water flowed from the Northern Lakes, 
and that accordingly when in parallel 
circumstances the Morton By Wash is 
closed no waters are diverted from the 
natural course to supply the Rideau 
Canal. (80) 

As for improving the water supply for the Rideau, "very 

little increase can be made in any way to the Supply beyond 
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carefully guarding the dams against leakage, and that nothing 

further can be advantageously done to obtain further storage 

of water, that al 1 artificial aid is r1ow exhausted." (81 > Nor 

could he envisage any proJects for the diversion of some of 

the Rideau waters for the use of Gananoque interests: 

No Engineer writing with any sense of 
responsibility can countenance such a 
hope for a moment. The Rideau 
Navigation will exact all the water it 
can ever command. Its importance is 
paramount to every other consideration . 
... The writer considers it his duty 
respectfully to offer the remark that 
it would be a wise policy for the 
government at once to establish the 
principle that the waters of the Rideau 
Navigation can in no way be diverted to 
its inJury to benefit any other 
interest ... and that the water 
communication itself must be distinctly 
held to take precedence over everything 
so ever wh i ch may come i r1t o op pc,s it i or1 
w i th it . < 82 > 

Kingsford was more positive about the possibility of 

opening the Gananoque river for navigation, a task that could 

be accc,mpl ished at the "moderate ex pence" c,f $109,205, claims 

for damages excluded. (83) An improved "Gananoque Navigation" 

would be of benefit to the area, extending "facilities to a 

district which now languishes from a tedious land carriage 

over indifferent roads. "(84) He did recognize, however, 

that "an increased supply of water at Gananoque is held of" 

higher account than the development of the navigation of the 

River", and pointed out that the improvements required for 

navigation would also serve as storage facilities for the 

spring freshets along the Gananoque system. (85) 

Needless to say, the Gananoque interests were not 
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entirely satisfied with this report. The promise of 

improvements along a system extending from Gananoque to 

headwaters in the Beverly and Charleston lakes was not 

sufficient. The Gananoque Water and Power Company returned 

to its basic premise that the Cranber~y system and the lakes 

above Jones' Falls were properly part of the Gananoque 

watershed, the natural outlet for these waters being at 

Whitefish. Using Ordnance documentation from the original 

construction period, they argued that 

it is shewn that all the Lakes to the 
North were connected with streams and 
flowed into Cranberry Lake, and also 
that a large marsh called Cranberry 
Marsh existed between the waters 
running from the north and those 
running from the chain of lakes to the 
west which supply the Cataraqui. (86) 

With Kingsford's failure to identify any definite "dividing 

ridge" or watershed, the Gananoque Power Company considered 

that the question could only be resolved by natural 

"out lets", the final resolution of the issue being clear to 

them: 

up to a certain level the Whitefish was 
the outlet for any water that came from 
the chain of Lakes to the north during 
low water and similarly the Roundtail 
the outlet for the chain of lakes to 
the west - Cranberry marsh at that 
period dividing the waters to a certain 
extent - When the water high it covered 
the marsh and both waters became one 
and had the two outlets in common. At 
the very lowest stage of the waters 
very little, if any water passed over 
the outcrop of the Rocks at Mortons or 
the Roundtai l. (87) 

Despite the severity of the water shortages, therefore, 
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little was actually done to effect maJor improvements. 

However, certain advances could be marked up. First, it was 

now clear that the originally defined Rideau system did not 

hold sufficient water for its needs. Secondly, even though 

abortive in this period, future years were to see the 

attention being focussed again upon further development of 

the hydrological resources of the Wolfe Lake, Devil Lake, 

Tay, and Gananoque systems. Thirdly, if no maJor 

construction proJects were initiated, the water supply crises 

had underscored the importance of efficient water management 

practices. Finally, it was also becoming clear that managing 

the Rideau Navigation required that attention be paid to 

other interests such as industry, 

general public. 

Y:.. ~!E~ Pressures 

agriculture, 

While the improved and diversified 

arid the 

commercial 

development of the Rideau system increased revenues and 

helped stimulate the economic and social development of the 

region it served, it also imposed new pressures on the 

integrity of the system. Increasingly, pollution in several 

forms came to be a concern for the management of the canal 

challenging not only the navigation but other interests as 

well~ 

The first concern, however, was with an unfortunate 

by-product of the policy of developing the hydraulic 

privileges of the Rideau for milling purposes. All along the 

line of the canal, but especially at Smith's Falls and 
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Ottawa, refuse from the mills threatened physically to impede 

navigation. Such was the refuse from the saw mills at Smith's 

Falls that at the close of navigation lockmaster Buck had to 

employ his labourers at clearing away up to four feet of 

bark, edgings, slabs, and sawdust which had sunk against the 

upper gates. He also reported that there was also an 

embankment of refuse in the channel, 165 yards long and 

extending from shore to shore, leaving only a three feet 

clearance for navigation. His was a futile battle as there 

were no controls, the "saw r11ills work coristaritly", 

deposits of refuse were "still iricreasir1g". (88) By 1868, 

the problem had become so severe alorig the section of the 

car-,al from the Combined Lock at Smith's Falls to Sly's 

station that it was almost unfit for riavigation: 

the water has to be kept a foot above 
stated navigable level, and the vessels 
have to go very slowly. The sawdust 
and other refuse is disturbed by the 
boats passing which makes the water 
quite thick. (89) 

This report went on to identify the seriousness of the 

problem at the locks at Ottawa, as was reported in 1868: 

The lower lock is filled in the chamber 
about two feet with the refuse, and it 
takes six men from one to three hours 
to clean the recess after every Boat 
passing ~hat touches the deposit, and 
Barges are much impeded by the floating 
stuff. The men have sometimes to put 
out -lines one hundred feet and have to 
warp into the lock. The trouble at this 
station is yearly increasing and will 
shortly cause considerable expenditures 
to maintain navigation. Much trouble 
has been caused along the line or 
Canal ... some parties have been brought 
before Magistrates, and the nuisance 
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is now much abated. (90) 

At the Upper Brewer's station, however, an extensive mill 

business did not pose a problem as all sawdust and other 

refuse was disposed of by the "inexpensive and simple" 

expedient of carting it away and burning it. 

Regulations were in place to prevent such obvious 

obstructions to the navigation but were difficult to enforce. 

Lockmaster Buck had pressed the local offenders to no avail, 

the local mill c,wners being "powerful and r,o or,e in this 

place CSr,1ith's FallsJ likes to:, ir,cur their hostility." (91) 

Given the severity of the abuse, the Department did attempt 

to limit it by refusing to grant additional privileges. 

Thus, in 1867, an application by a Mr. Forster to erect a saw 

mill some 30 feet from the canal at Lower Brewer's was denied 

because the Department feared it would be unable to enforce 

the prohibition of the dumping of bark, edgings, and saw 

dust. <92) Elsewhere, enforcing the canal regulations and 

provisions of the hydraulic leases were futile. By 1869, 

Superintendent Slater urged that action be taken against mill 

owners, arguing that the shingle mills were the worst 

offenders, and complaining that "they have been threatened, 

and have promised fairly, but they now sit us at oper, 

defiance." ('33) Local magistrates were willing to enforce the 

penalties but were unsure how to proceed and Slater requested 

to take legal action. authority 

While the Department of Public Works was struggling 

with the best means of asserting its authority, another 

interested party, the Fisheries Branch of the Department of 

46 



Marine and Fisheries, directed its atention to the problem. 

A circular to all lockmasters advised them that as mill 

owners along the canal had not ceased throwing refuse into 

the river, the Minister had ordered that legal actions be 

commenced. Further, since it was desirable that lockmasters 

and labourers give testimony, an inducement was offered that 

those giving information would receive a portion of the 

fiY,es ~ (94) On the same day, another circular from the 

Ministry of Marine and Fisheries was directed to the 

offe~ding mill owners at Merrickville, Nicholson's, Burritts, 

Smith' s Fa 11 s, and MaY,ot i ck, 

refuse, to the "coY,tinued 

complaining of the dumping of 

inJury of the fisheries and 

navigation" and requesting that they provide statements 

before proceedings were commenced. (95> 

The practise could not be abated immediately, 

and two years later Superintendent Slater was 

however, 

st i 11 

complaining of the threat to navigation at the Ottawa locks. 

With a sawdust deposit of 3 feet 4 inches in the lower lock 

chamber reducing the draught there to Just over three feet, 

he reported the extraordinary efforts required to keep the 

lock operational: "I have employed two additional meY-1 at this 

Lock, every vessel that passes down drags some of the rubbish 

into the recess and it has to be raked and scraped out before 

the gates can be worked."(96) Others were concerned too 

that the general commerce of the country was being interfered 

with by the steady deterioration of the facilities at the 

Ottawa terminus of the canal and the Ottawa Board of Trade, 
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the City of Ottawa, and a group of Ottawa forwarders, all 

petitioned the Governor General. The Board of Trade's 

petition was typical of these several appeals: 

The Memorial of the Ottawa Board of 
Trade Respectfully Sheweth 
That the approach to the entrance of 
the lower lock of the Rideau Canal, 
from the Ottawa River and the Chamber 
of the aforesaid lock is obstructed by 
Saw dust, slabs and other substances to 
the great detriment of the traffic. 
That the basin above the works is 
encumbered with wrecks and needs 
dredging and that its shore requires to 
be converted into wharves for the 
accommodation of trade. 
Your Memorialists respectfully request 
that your Excellency by and with the 
advice of your Council will cause such 
measures to be taken as may afford the 
traffic of the Canal the necessary 
relief in these particulars. (97> 

The situation was no better upstream, and the lockmaster at 

Merrickville appealed to Inspector Caldwell of the Department 

of Marine and Fisheries: 

Dear Sir, 
I beg to call Your attention to the 
great Quantity of saw dust allowed to 
go into the River & Rideau Canal above 
my station. Please come up and have a 
stop put to it. As in a very short time 
it will interfere with the navigation 
And the destru~tion of the fish. (98) 

Apart from the effect on navigation, therefore, the 

industrial use of the Rideau waters was attracting attention 

because of its ecological impact. And it was not only the 

millers that were to blame. At Ottawa, the proximity of an 

expanding urban area to the waterway posed a problem of even 

greater proportions. The most pressing problem was the 

Bywash carrying off surplus water from the waste weir in the 
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vicinity of St.Paul, Rideau, and George Streets. A petition 

from the residents and endorsed by Mayor Dickenson complai~ed 

that it was "a receptacle of filth", a "grievous eyesore", 

and recommended that it should be replaced by a sewer as in 

its present condition it was 11 eY1dangering the health of the 

Citizens. " (99) Similar petitions wer• submitted over the 

next few years, culminating in a report prepared by a 

committee appointed by members of the local "Medical 

profession". < 100) Their report was a comprehensive one, 

concerning itself with various measures to "preveY1t the 

spread of cholera and other diseases": the clearing of 

deposits of filth and the disinfecting of water closets by 

April 15; the removal of night soil with the "greatest care" 

so as not to interfere with the water supply; 

of such noxious enterprises as tanneries, 

the monitoring 

breweries, soap 

factories, stables, slaughter houses, aY1d pi ggeries; the 

chimney heights of industries were regulated to prevent "foul 

air''; the appointment of a Medical Officer, the provision of 

hospital accommodation, and the enforcing 

vaccination. (101) Attention was also directed to 

of 

the 

waterways administered by the Department of Public Works: the 

Bywash was to be deepened to prevent seepage into 

neighbouring cellars; as soon as possible it was to be 

covered to "arrest the spread of disease". Prior to the 

report, Superintendent Slater had advised his superiors that 

the current practise was to cleanse the Bywash by flushing it 

about two or three times a week during the summer months, 

although it was so surrounded by buildings that it resulted 
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ir, much floodir,g of basements. ( 102) On receipt of this 

repprt, Superintendent Slater reported that the Bywash 

extended some 4,844 feet from the Canal Basin to the Rideau 

River and that it could be deepened, culverted, arid covered 

at a cost ,:,f $3.00 per lineal foot. (103) The Department was 

left in no doubt that the Bywash was "a receptacle fc,r every 

description of filth such as cannot fail to pollute the 

atmosphere ... especially during the summer months. ''(104) 

Ironically, the Minister of Public Works was petitioned 

ir1 1868 to al low the cor,struct ior1 of a p1.1bl ic "swimrnir,g anc:! 

plungir1g bath" ir, a secti,:,r, of the Bywash, the water being 

supplied by the canal waste waters. (105) Not surprisingly, 

Slater advised his superiors against the proposal: 

As ever, 

I should not consider this a proper 
place to erect a Bath, the water in the 
first place is dirty and stagnant, and 
it would be placed along side of a very 
extensive Tannery, the odors from which 
are not particularly nice in hot 
weather, tho' there are no very serious 
obJections to grar,ting the privilege. (!06) 

he was more concerned with protecting the 

navigation than the public and the clinching argument was 

that "the patrons would get in the lockrnen's way."(107) 

Despite this more generous view, the infamous Bywash 

continued to be a "source of contir1ual dar,ger to the health 

of the inhabitants of the City of Ottawa" due to the 

accumulation of filth there. This communication from the 

Corporation of the City of Ottawa to the Governor General 

noted that the Bywash was owned and controlled by the 

Dominion and repeated the recommendations of earlier years: 
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That in order to obviate the danger to 
the Public health from the present 
noxious condition of said 
Bywash ... should this City unfortunately 
be visited by Cholera or other serious 
epidemic, it wi 11 become a matter o"f 
necessity that the same should be 
cleaned out at Stated Periods during 
the summer months, or otherwise covered 
in, so that it may not any longer 
coY1tiY1ue a public Y1uisance. (108> 

Slater favoured the covering of the Bywash, alth,:,ugh he did 

point out that prior to the provision of waterworks it had 

been an important source of water for fire control. (109) By 

the spring of 1875, however, the Bywash ~as being replaced by 

a sewer along its length, thus eliminating a maJor health 

hazard for the populace and a management 

Department of Public Works. ( 110> 
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Chapter Three: The Canal Commission and the Rideau 

The question of the sufficiency of water supply along the 

line of the Rideau Navigation bulked large in the attention 

directed by a maJor inquiry into the condition of Canada's 

car,al system. Ir, November, 1870, a Royal Commission was 

appointed to investigate the state of Canada's canals. The 

cabinet assumed 

that the improvements required for the 
development of the trade of the Great 
West, and the affording such means of 
access to the sea-board as will attract 
a large and yearly increasing share of 
that trade through Canadian waters, as 
well as a thorough and comprehensive 
improvement of the Canal System of the 
Dominion on such a character as to 
afford ample facilities for the 
expansion and due development of its 
growing trade and commerce, are obJects 
of the highest importance to Canada .... (1) 

The Canal Commission was charged with a series of specific 

tasks, including a study of "The Rideau Canal ar,d its 

improvement, 

same. " (2) 

and the development of trade through the 

The commissioner- constituted a blue-ribbon group 

of Tory businessmen: C. s. G:zowski, a prominent Toronto 

engineer and contractor; George Laidlaw, an important Toronto 

businessman; Sir Hugh Allan, the operator of the Montreal-

based Allan line, a key trans-Atlantic shipping enterprise 

and the man who in 1872-73 was chiefly responsible for the 

Pacific Scandal which wrecked John A. Macdonald's first post-

confederation government; and, Pierre Garr,eau, William J. 

Stairs and Alexander Jardine, business leaders from Quebec 
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City, Halifax and St. John respectively. The final member of 

the Commission was Dileno Dexter Calvin of Garden Island, 

near Kingston. Calvin was an important lumber baron who made 

extensive use of the Rideau system. (3) 

The work of the Canal Commission took place in 1871, 

eight years before the Rideau Canal was placed under the 

Jurisdiction of the new Department of Railways and Canals. 

However, both the Canal Commission and the creation of the 

new department were products of Macdonald's Tory policies and 

were closely related to the economic concerns and policies of 

Canadian conservatism. The Conservatives, of course, were 

out of power, 1873-78, and the grand economic policies of Sir 

John A. lay in abeyance during those five years. It is 

appropriate to look at the Canal Commission, however briefly, 

within the context of the Conservative regime that resumed 

power in 1878 and used some the Commission's 

recommendations to formulate 

of 

late ninteenth century 

transport at ion pol icy. At the same t irne, it must be 

understood that the Rideau system did not loom large as a 

part of the post-confederation Canadian trar,sportat ion 

system. 

The Canal Commission solicited views from a wide variety 

of sectors of business and public opinion. The Royal 

Commission's evidence so produced provides insights into 

contemporary views of the .Canal and its utility. One of the 

questiol"ls posed by the commissioners was: "Is it your opiniol"l 

that the business of this Canal is of sufficient 

to warrant any outlay for improvemer,t?" (4) 
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answers given reflect the diversity of regioY1al 

eY,trepreneurial interests of the users of the Rideau. 

Tett, M.L.A. (Ontario) was of the opinion 

... that the business would warrant 
an outlay fo~ improvements. The Canal 
passes through an old and well settled 
country, and supplies the cheapest mode 
of transport for merchandize to and 
from Kemptville, Merrickville, Smith's 
Falls, Perth, Newboro, and other places 
of business. It should also be 
remembered ... that the Rideau Canal was 
given over to the Canadian Government 
upon the understanding that the Canal 
should be kept open, and in proper 
repair. (5) 

Hiram Easton, of Merrickville, commented: 

Thinks Canal pays, inasmuch as it 
supplies manufacturing facilities to 
villages along its route;.should happen 
that the Canal were closed, a large 
number of enterprizes CsicJ would be 
ruined, and a large amount of wealth 
unavailable. (6) 

and 

B. 

Natyral ly, 

Engineer, 

J. D. Slater, in his capacity as a Superintending 

took the opportunity to press his case for the 

importance of navigation, arguing the case for further 

ex pey,d it ures by demoY,strat i ng particular 

consequences: 

... that the present trade is chiefly 
local. For instance, Ottawa and 
Kingston consumes CsicJ in round 
numbers, 100,000 cords of wood 
annually, and of this quantity about a 
1/3 is procured from the Rideau Canal; 
and were it not for this supply, the 
consumer would have to pay at least one 
dollar more per cord. (7) 

economic 

Slater found that the principal tolls CwereJ collected on 

Salt, Wheat, Coal, Firewood, Floats, Traverses, Railroad 
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ties, Shingles, Sawed Lumber, Saw-logs (andJ Pork .... 11 (8) 

John Chaffey, from Newboro, opined: 

This Canal is no doubt indispensable to 
the country through which it runs. A 
Cleveland Company have made a contract 
for carrying through it 20,000 tons of 
Iron from Hull to Kingston, during 
1871, aY-,d the tc,lls ,:,n that quaY-,tity 
wi 11 amoi..mt t,:, $4,000. The trade ,:,:' 
the Crosby Iron mines is increasing, 
and must increase to an unlimited 
exteY-,t. (S) 

For John ~arion of Perth there was no question wnatever acout 

the wisdom of imoroving the Canal: 

from the development 
country, north of the Rideau, the trate 
must increase very largely within the 
next few years; a most serious loss to 
this part of Canada must follow, if the 
Canal should be allowed to go out 07 
repair. (10) 

The Perth Town Council 

Recommended considerable outlay for 
improverneY-1t as the CaY-1al is 
indispensable to the prosperity of that 
part of the country through which it 
passes, and that the present traffic 
might be greatly increased by opening 
up the water communication between 
Perth and the Rideau. Lumber, Ore and 
Merchandize would then find their way 
by the Canal, instead of by the present 
route. ( 11 > 

W. K. Dickinson of Manotick agreed that improvements woul~ 

stimulate Canal traffic. He also pointed out that much 

-ma Y-1u fact ur i Y-q;; enter~rise was located 

enumerated such enterprises, not i Y-1cl ud i Y-,g "y-,umer,:,us ,:,ther 

mills situated at short distances, on either side of the 

route .... " ( 12}: 



Flour Mills 
Carding and Fulling Mills 
Saw Mills 
Oatmeal Mills 
Shingle Mills 
Foundries and Machine Shops 
Stave Factories 
Cl,::ith Factories 
Sash and Door Factories 
Match Factories 
Malleable Iron Works 
Tal"'1nery 

Total 

17 
4 

12 
2 
5 
3 
2 
3 
2 
:!. 

• 
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Dickinson pointed out that these establishments, 

with those n,::it el"'lumerated il"'1 his report, were 

wholly dependent upon a regular and 
sufficient water supply to the various 
mill privileges, for which ths 
Government have undergranted [sic: 
leases, and receive an annual rental. 
Under these circumstances many persons 
have made heavy investments in good 
faith. It is, theref,:,re, ,:,bviously 
unJust on the part of the Government to 
allow this route to become unreliable, 
as indeed has been the case for some 
time past. 

tc,gether 

He was was also concerned about the possibilities of minera: 

prod LICt i c,n: 

The mineral productions immediately 
bordering on the Canal, especially on 
the Western shore, between Oliver's 
Ferry on the Rideau Lake and the City 
of Kingston, are varied and important, 
yeilding irc•Y'1, copper, lead and 
phoschat e of lime. C 15) 

Another of the commissioners' questions was: 

Cal"'1al sufficient for the trade passing through 

"Is tMe 

it ? 11 C 16) 

Affirmative answers were received from businessman in Smith's 

Falls, Merrickvi l le, Newboro, Perth, Ottawa and Manotick. 

The Ottawa and Kingston's Boards of Trade agreed, as did 



Superintendent Slater. There were a couple of mir,or 

reservations. B. Tett, M. L.A. (Or,tario) believed "that had the 

Canal been kept up in the same state of efficiency as was the 

case when it left the hands of the Ordnance Department, it 

would have been sufficient for present trade''(17> and 

W.H.Fredenburgh of Westport suggested that the "Canal would 

be sufficient for present trade, if the water could be kept 

up t,:o navigati,:or, height." (18> 

Considerable response was elicited by the commissioners' 

third questior,: "Are there any obstrw:tions t,:o the r,avigatior, 

of the Car,al that can be easily removed?"(1'3) The always 

concerned B.Tett had a fairly well thought-out view: 

The greatest obstruction is at the 
Isthmus which passes through a Canal 
cut between the Upper Rideau and Mud 
Lakes a distance of about 3/4 of a 
mile in length. For some years past 
the dam at the Narrows lock has been 
leaky, as well as the upper sill of the 
Isthmus. On this account the water at 
the short cut at the Isthmus during dry 
summers has lowered to nearly 1/2 of 
its first or usual depth. Consequently, 
boats have been able to pass only half 
laden .... (20) 

Tett proposed that this problem be solved by "mak.ir,g the dam 

at the Narrows tight,the upper sill of the Isthmus lock 

secure from leakage, and by digging away and blasting this 

short piece of Canal eighteen inches or two feet - about two­

thirds being rock and one-third clay.''(21) Hiram ~aston from 

Merrick.ville wanted several specific improvements undertaken. 

He wanted 

Kingston 

"dredging" of the Canal from "Kingstor, Mills to 

(6 miles), and buoys or signal posts where the 

channel is very narrow." (22) Further, Easton recommended: 

57 



"Two piers at entrance, of Newboro' Cut, from Little Rideau 

Lake, should be repaired; Cut should be either lowered or 

lakes dammed for reservoirs to supply water during dry 

season. Cuts at Killmarnock, Merrickville, Burritt's Rapids, 

require cleanil"1g out. 11 (23) Mr. Easton also wanted damming 

"of some of lakes at head of River Tay .... Big Rideau Lake 

depends chiefly upon this river for water. 11 (24) Li~.e Tett, 

Easton had some safety concerns: 11 Sigl"1al b1:iat is r,ecessary 

at head of Land Island, below Bickett's Bridge, as it is 

dangerous on dark nights. 11 (25) W. K. Dickinson of Manotic 

wanted some relatively minor improvements: 11 Fc1r i l"1stance, 

the accumulation of sunken logs, loose stones and other 

debris in the cuts forming approaches to many of the locks; 

rocky Shoals on the route give a good deal of trouble, and 

should be removed by blasting or an increased suoply of 

water. 11 (26) 

The "supply of water" was considered by several expert 

witnesses to be a subJect that related closely to 

"obstructions to the navigation of the Cal"1al .... 11 (27) J. 

Chaffey (Newboro') noted: ''The reservation of water to supply 

is very much neglected, but it would l"1ot take much 

money to remedy the difficulty - what is chiefly required is 

the attention of some one of practical experience. 11 (28) The 

Kingston Board of Tr-ade concurred, "There are several places 

where the wate~ has been found too shallow - these should be 

deepened. 11 (29) And, A. J. Russell of Ottawa was concerned 

about water levels: 
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No doubt much could be done to increase 
the depth of water at dry seasons, when 
vessels are obstructed now and then, by 
damming the lakes at its sources, so as 
the reserve part of the surplus waters 
of spring. If that be not done, the 
draft of boats built for the Canal 
should be diminished, a necessity it is 
desirable to avoid, as gun boats might 
have to pass over it and the Ottawa in 
the event of war. (30> 

Superintendent Slater shared these concerns: 

The most serious obstructions have been 
the lowness of the water in the latter 
part of the season, and the floods in 
the spring. To remedy this, dams are 
being built at the outlet of lakes, the 
head waters of tributaries of the 
Rideau, to retain sring floods until 
the seasor, of low water. (31) 

In a larger sense, the water supply was of substantial 

interest to the Royal Commission. Its final question was: 

"Is the supply of water from the summit sufficier,t fc,r the 

present requirements of Navigation on the Canal? If not, what 

means can be adopted to increase it? (32) This problem was 

not the same as that related to water levels, 

obvious that the two issues could overlap. 

although it is 

Water levels 

related to navigation in the sense that boats needed certain 

depths of water to navigate. Deficiencies in water level 

could be caused by obstructions on the bottom, insufficiently 

high banks, inadequate locks or, of course, a shortage o'f 

water. The "supply of water", while it could have a bearing 

on water depth, and hence navigational options, was, in 

essence, a problem related to water management. The various 

watersheds that made up the Rideau system produced a finite 

supply of water. The supply varied from year to year, 
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depending upon precipitation, but it was rare that there was 

sufficient water to run satisfactorily all the mills (and 

later hydro stations) on the route and maintain an efficient 

system of locking boats. Further, to store water, it was 

necessary to dam certain lakes. This increased water levels 

along these lake shores, which became an issue of substantial 

importance in certain areas. The "supply of water" issue was 

import ar,t, ar,d it is not surprising that firm views were 

expressed on this issue. 

It was generally agreed that the water su □ply was not 

sufficier,t. The ever-concerned B. Tett expressed, as usual, 

fixed and firm views: 

The supply is insufficient. A reservoir 
of water above the summit level, may 
easily be made for the Kingston end, by 
constructing dams at the outlets of Mud 
Lake and Canoe Lake ... and at the 
outlets of Loughboro' and Long 
Lakes .... In this way three or four 
feet of water may be saved to be let 
down, when required in the dry season 
from Devil, Mud, Birch, Desert, Canoe, 
Otter, Knowlton and Great Mud Lakes, 
embracing altogether an area of about 
40 miles by 30; dams in an inefficient 
state exist in all the pl aces rr1er,t i or,ed .... < 33) 

H. Kernahan war,ted to ir,crease the water supply by "damming 

the lakes on the upper part of the river Tay which falls into 

the Rideau below Port Elmsly. Then there would be nothing 

wanted but to get an increase of water for the lock at the 

Narrows and the locks at Newboro', and this could be done by 

drai~ing the West Rideau Lake and one or two other small 

lakes." (34) w. H. Freder,burgh of Westport r,oted that "the 

supply of water at summit level is ir,sufficier,t .... " (35> He 
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wanted improvements in the locks at Newboro and the rapids, 

and raising the dam at outlet of West Rideau one foot 

higher." (36) Fredenburgh would then bring water into West 

Rideau from Bob's Lake. "Then the surpl LIS water can be held 

in the West Rideau till midsummer, and let into the summit. 

This would supply the summit the remainder of the 

season. "(37) For. J. Chaffey of Newboro, the "greatest 

difficulty occurs in the autumn at the Newboro' Cut, on the 

summit 1 eve l .... " ( 38 > Chaffey argued that much water here 

is "wasted each way .... 11 (39) This waste could be avoided 

with improved and strengthened locks, "together with holding 

all the freshet in the spring that the works will admit of 

• • o • II ( 40) Chaffey was not in favour of running water from 

Bob's Lake to the Upper Rideau, because it would harm a 

number of mill owners. However, he pointed out that a dam 

"ought to be built on Long Lake, for it would reserve a large 

quantity of water to fall into Bob's Lake and further the 

interest ,:,f that 1,::icality as well as ber,efit the Car,al." (41) 

Chaffey was so committed to this course of action that he 

made a remarkable proposal to the Royal Commission: "he will 

propose to the Government to build ~his dam free of expense. 

No person would sustain damage thereby." (42) 

John Manion, Perth, wanted a whole string of new dams: 

the supply for the coming season will 
be very much increased by the erection 
of the dams at the foot of Bob's Lake 
and Crow Lake .... Bob's Lake will give 
a surface of about 22 square miles of 
an average depth of eight feet summer 
level; Crow Lake about three square 
miles and an average depth of 18 feet. 
Two other dams would largely increase 
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the supply of water - one at the foot 
of Long Lake ... the other at Elbow Lake. 
A large addition to the supply west of 
Newboro' could be obtained by erecting 
a new dam at Buttermilk Falls, at the 
foot of Devil Lake, and another dam at 
the foot of Mud Lake on the same 
stream; and further by renewing the 
dam at foot of Canoe Lake. C43) 

J. M. Cromwell, a surveyor from Perth was concerned about 

a shortage of water ir, the regior, rur,r,ir,g fr,:,m P,:11:,r,amalie tc, 

Ottawa. He wamted P,:11:,r,amal ie dam "rnair,tair,ed t,:, a sufficier,t 

height, and then all the difficulty as to water supply would 

er,d . ... It will, however, perhaps yet be necessary to dam 

the oulet of Long Lake, which will give perfect control of 

all the waters of the Tay, and probably fully supply that 

part of the Canal throughout whole summe~ and autumn. ''(44) 

Ir, order "to receive f1.1l 1 benefit frc,m these dams ... , 11 

Cromwell proposed the purchase from Jc,hn Hony ,:,f "the er,t ire 

control of Bob's Lake, which is now his reservoir for his 

mills." (45) Cromwell was of the view that "cor,trol of the 

lake" could be purchased for $3,000. (46) 

Superintendent Slater saw a problem, but a minor one, and 

one that could easily be controlled: 

The most serious obstructions have been 
the lowness of the water in the latter 
part of the season, and the floods in 
the spring. To remedy this, dams are 
being built at the outlet of lakes, the 
headwaters of tributaries of the 
Rideau, to retain spring floods until 
the season of low water. The past 
season, however, has been peculiar, 
and may not occur again for a loni 
time. (4 7> 

The Canal Commission was concerned with some very large 

quest ions, like the adequacy of the Welland Canal and the 
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various arguments in favour of maJor canal construction at 

Sault Ste. Marie. Th~ Rideau was a very small cog in the 

national system. Nonetheless, the commissione~s recognized 

it as part of the national system, and waY1t ed it 

as a fully functioning transportation unit: 

it is an important 
be maintained as 

work, which ought to 
one of the oublic 

works of Canada. That as constructed 
it is quite sufficient for the wants of 
the trade, provided it is kept in gc,od 
working order, and the summit level 
maintaiY1ed at is origir1al height. That 
it requires no extension or 
enlargement.... To insure a constant 
supply of water, at all seasons, for 
the several reaches of the Canal, but 
more especially at the summit, it is 
necessary that dams and regulating 
sluices should be constructed at the 
outlets of the l~rger lakes which empty 
into the Canal in order to retain the 
flood-waters, and let them off as 
required during the season of 
navigation. Four such dams appear 
necessary.... An appropriation of 
$12.000 was made last year for this 
purpose, and two of these dams are now 
in course of construction. (48) 

rna int a·i ned 

Clearly, the lbcal opinion was that the Rideau system of 

navigation played an important role in the local economy, a 

role that was being severely limited by deficiencies in water 

supply, and inefficiencies in water management. To this end, 

it was essey,t ial that such matters be addressed when the 

administration of the canal was transferred the 

Department of Public Works to the Department of Railways and 

The report of the Canal Commission makes clear the 

to which water supply was iY1extricably 

with all aspects of canal management. 
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Chapter Four: Plans for Improvement and Expansion 

During the late nineteenth century, increasing demands 

were made of the Rideau system. Superintending Engineer, 

A.T.Phillips (1894-1934), continued to maintain that the 

position of his predecessors that his primary responsibility 

was to ensure uninterrupted navigation between Ottawa and 

Kingston. Nonetheless, growing communities, increasingly 

sophisticated industrial technology, and an ever more 

demanding set of urban requirements expected to meet their 

water needs by drawing huge quantities out of the Rideau 

system. The Department of Railways and Canals endeavoured to 

meet these many and varied requirements, a task often fraught 

with dispute. <1> Disputes notwithstanding, the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century saw substantial 

progress in the system's ability to manage its water. 

iL Regulating the Rideau River Basin: Poonamalie Dam 

Spring freshets and summer droughts continued as maJor 

problems for the management of the Rideau waters. But 

solutions were not to be found without cost, effort, and 

considerable rancour. This may be clearly demonstrated by 

the developments at Poonamalie. The dam at this location made 

Poonamalie an extremely important water control station on 

the Canal: from Poonamalie water levels could be influenced 

as far up as Portland and all the way down to Ottawa. The 

dam controlled the largest, and until 1870 the only, water 
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reservoir for the Rideau River-Rideau Lake sub-system. 

In 1866, the dam was improved at~ modest cost of $350: 

two foot flashboards were added allowing better regulation of 

water through the Bywash and permitting the maintenance of 

high water levels in Rideau Lake for a greater portion of the 

seasor,. The flashboards permitted greater control should any 

serious trouble or damage occur at this point on the 

Car,al. (2) These improvements at Poonamalie by no rneans 

satisfied many of those influenced by water levels in that 

area. 

levels; 

The improvements raised the Rideau River-Rideau Lake 

spring freshet waters were retained and this, 

course, helped to maintain reasonable water levels during the 

navigation seasc,r,. Unfortunately, the farmers and 

ir,dustrial ists along the Tay and the Rideau were not 

satisfied. The farmers wanted less flooding and the 

industrialists wanted a thoroughly reliable source of water 

for their mills all year round. 

In 1872, one Crom we l l, a land surveyor from Perth, was 

hired by the Departemnt to rule on all damage claims made 

against the new Poonamalie Dam. Awards were made to those 

whose property had been destroyed or otherwise made useless 

due to prolonged high water. In spite of these awards, 

complaints continued against the annual flooding above the 

PooY,amal ie Dam, as did complaints from persons who alleged 

that their problems had not been attended to. 

Some late claims were Justified and honoured. 

John Lyons and Thomas McDonald, all of Portland, 

Johr, Polk, 

filed for 

compensation in 1883-84, claiming that their cases had been 
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overlooked by Cromwell in 1872. A sllbsequent invest i gat ior, 

conducted in 1877, they affirmed, was made at the wrong time 

of year when the water was too low. Nearly twenty years 

after the events, John Polk was awarded $150 for damage to 

six acres in Bastard Township, John Lyons obtained $160 for 

damage to four acres in the same township, and, Thomas 

McDonald received $70 because of damage to two acres, also in 

Bastard. (3) 

Other individuals were ecually persistent, . • 
l I less 

Sllccessful. J.H.Beveridge of Port Elmsley was . one such 

person. In June 1900, he wrote to John Haggart, Tory M.P. for 

South Lanark, seeking action on a petition submitted the 

previous year re~arding the "raising of the PooYiamal ie 

Dam." (4) A year later he demanded that the dam be reduced to 

its pre-1866 height: 

... do they think the land around the 
Rideau is sinking and the lake itself 
keeping its original height?... Are 
the farmers of Elmsley fo6ls? They 
surely know the dam has been raised 
when they see their best land destroyed 
by water in the dryest part of the 
summer which used to be dry in the 
spring. CS> 

Phillips insisted that the water levels had been the same at 

Poonamalie since 1865 regardless of modifications in the 

i Y1terim. In August 1901 Phi 11 i ps, accompanied by Mr. 

Carrol 1, Foreman of Works, Lockmaster Pearson (both were 

thirty year plus men), Beveridge and his brother, visited the 

site to prove once and for all that the levels had not been 

modified. Despite water level records based on careful 

66 



measurements, the Beveridge brothers remained unconvinced and 

threatened a suit against the Department. Beveridge was a 

tough old man who resolutely opposed any dam at Poonamalie. 

Upon investigation it was discovered that the owners of the 

lands in question had received c6mpensation for damages in 

1873 ar-,d 1876 and had signed releases relinquishing any 

future claims. A substantially embarrassed Beveridge had 

si gr,ed one of the releases .. <6> 

Other claimants had more palpable evidence of the effects 

of flood damage. Ori April 11, 1904, after thirty-six hours 

of rair,, seventy-five feet of the 200 foot dam at Poonamalie 

was carried away by twenty-four inch thick pieces of ice that 

had begun breaking away from the lake shore two days earlier. 

During the following seventy-two hours, all but fifty feet of 

the six foot high dam was d-stroyed, and this was despite the 

fact that there was a protective bank of stone and gravel in 

front of the flat timber structure. Lockmaster Pearson 

reported that ice had never before come down in such 

quantities and that this was the first time that ice had 

caused any serious damage at Poonamalie Station. The 

situation was under control by April 18. A temporary dam was 

quickly built in the interests of continuing navigation. 

The ruined dam was considered to have been in excellent 

condition, and had needed no repairs since November 1899 and 

under normal circumstances, was not expected to require 

repairs of substance until 1906 or 1907. Ironically, the 

bulkhead was scheduled for earlier renewal in 1905 but it 

survived unscathed. (7) These facts notwithstanding, a number 
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of municipal officials and merchants in Smith's Falls and 

Merrickville held the government fully responsible for the 

Poonamalie dam disaster: 

[The GovernmentJ knew or ought to have 
known that the accumulation and storage 
of such a large quantity of water was a 
source of danger and menace to the 
property of your Petitioners .... 
CSJaid Dam... wo1.1ld require to be 
constructed of great strength and to be 
maintained in an efficient state of 
repair.... CThe DamJ has been 
carelessly increased ... in an improcer, 
unskillful aY-1d iY-1efficient maY-1Y-1er. (8) 

The Poonamalie Dam disaster damaged nineteen individuals, 

busi r,esses and inst itut ior,s 

$18, 4'31. 80: (58) 

John R. Curry, General Store 

John McEwan, 
Lot 13, Water Street, 
Merrickville 

Robi r,son & Son, 
Saw, Flour & Grist Mill 

Johnson & McGregor, 
Stove & Castings 

Fred A. Crute, 
Flour & Grist Mill 

A. Foster~ Forwarder, 
Dealer - Hard and Soft Coal 

A. Wood (estate) 

Gould Manufacturing Company 
Foundry 

Citizens Electric Company 

t,::, 

James H. Gould, damage to buildings 
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a cost 

Damages in Dollars 

3,100 

1,275 

800 

400 

600 

820 

2,310 

260 

75 

150 



Smiths Falls Electric Company 

M. Ryan, Lumber Yard, Wharf, Buildings 

John J~ Smith, Mill (woolen), Dye Works 

Steel & Co., Lumber, Lath, Shingles 

A.W. Bell, Two storey Brick Building, 
Two Shops, Storehouse, Dwellings, Wharf 

E. Kennedy, Wholesale Liquor Dealer 

A.Chester & Co., Harness Maker 

Village of Merrickville, Roadway 

G.B.McGee, Private Property on Mill Island 

1,000 

350 

1,126.80 

75 

4,500 

300 

325 

500 

600 

Total 18,491.80 (10) 

Superintendent Phillips was much concerned by a 

failure as serious as that at Poonamalie and the various 

charges that had been made. In June, 1904 he travelled up the 

Rideau to Oliver's Ferry on the §hsol~~, conferring with 

lockmasters concerning damages sustained between Andrewsville 

and Poonamalie. He was anxious to confirm that no damage had 

been occasioned in April because of negligence on the part of 

federal employees. ( 11) Phillips arrived at Poonamalie and 

observed that the gap in the dam had been filled with cribs 

of timber and stone. The dam's original cribs had not been 

damaged; they saved the portion of the dam that emerged 

unscathed from the disaster. Phillips determined that the 

dam's timber was sound due to the quantity of stone piled 

against the darn on the downstream side. Henry Macleod, ar, 

engineer, noted: "The darn having withstood for so many years, 

was certainly strong enough for all ordinary seasons."(12) 
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According to figures supplied by the Department of Marine 

and Fisheries, the winter of 1903-04 was unusually cold. 

November was five degrees (fahrenheit) colder, December 

fourteen degrees, January seventeen degrees, February sixteen 

degrees and March four degrees colder than the average for 

the previous 62 years. Or, January 5, 1904 the temperature 

fell to thirty below (fahrenheit> with the average being 

twer,ty below during the day. (13> These bitterly cc,ld 

temperatures caused ice as thick as four feet to form on the 

lc,w lakes. The sudden thaw in April combined with heavy 

rains detatched much ice and the ice was discharged 

rapidly rising waters. The result was the Poonamalie 

disaster. 11 I am of the ,:.pinier,, 11 rioted McLeod, that the 

break in the dam was caused by the lowness of the water in 

the Rideau Lake, by the very severe winter, and by the sudden 

rise in waters, accompanied ... with high wir,d. 11 (14) It was 

also assumed that the damages in Smith's Falls were 

exacerbated by Wood's Mill. Because of this mill, all 

surplus water coming through the town had to pass through two 

large stone arches on Beckwith Street, each with a fifty foot 

span. The most southerly of the spans was almsot entirely 

covered by the mill allowing only a sma~l portion of waste 

water to pass through. (15) 

The damage done to the industrial centre of Jasen Island 

in Smith's Falls was extensive. Several businesses were shut 

down for as long as a month while equipment was replaced, 

buildings repaired, debris (ruined grain, smashed timbers and 

lumber, shingles, stone and sand) cleared away, and wharves 
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re-erected. The cleaning up process was slow and was 

hampered by disputes over responsibility. The government 

stood aside from the work because it disclaimed 

responsibility for the break in the dam. Tempers became 

somewhat frayed. For example, J. H. Gould's woolen mill was 

under water for three months while the argument over 

responsibility raged. (16) Ir,deed, ... 
l " took three years bef,:,re 

the issue was settled. durir,g the i r,t erim peri,::id, the 

i r1J ured parties filed peitions ar,d suits against the 

governmeYtt citing the latter's negligeYtce ar,d seeking 

remuYterat ion. Finally, in June 1907, the government settled 

at the cost of $12,132, which was paid to claimants ucon 

submission of deeds and verified damage reports. (17) 

Immediate repairs, costing $2500, were made to the dam to 

ensure navigation for the 1904 season. During the summer the 

dam was totally rebuilt to its original height. 

this was not evident to neighbouring landowners, 

However, 

who feared 

that the dam would be higher and that as a result their lands 

would be flooded each spring. Some of these farmers assumed 

that it was the official policy of the Department of Railways 

and Canals to flood their properties. The indomitable J. H. 

Beveridge continued his agitation against the Department 

until at least 1912. 

of North Elmsley, 

Other lamenters included the Township 

the Bolten Brothers - sawmillers in 

Portland, and the Postmaster on the Perth-Smith's Falls Road. 

Like many townships bordering the Rideau, North Elmsley 

had a low population, limited resources to exploit and could 
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derive very little tax revenue from its small tax base. In 

typical Canadian fashion, the municipal leaders in North 

Elmsley were anxious to pry as much money out of Ottawa as 

possible. Any excuse would serve. Much of North Elmsley 

adJacent to the Rideau is low and swampy. Drainage is very 

poor. Twelve inch flashboards had been installed at the 

Poonamalie Dam since 1866. Their use after the subsiding of 

the spring freshets was designed to maintain a larger 

reservoir behind Poonamalie. The assumption that the dam as 

rebuilt in 1904 would be higher than hitherto caused an 

immediate spread of rumours that the already er,larged 

reservoir created by the flashboards would be substantially 

larger and of longer duration. Extensive flooding was feared 

by the citizens of North Elmsley. Their dark views of the 

Department of Railwa~s and Canals became even darker. In 

1911, the Department proposed to maintain the reservoir 

behind Poonamalie for a full six weeks longer than was 

nat1.1ral. The Department's argument was that it needed the 

extra water for navigation. It assumed that it would be 

cheaper to pay $10,000 to $15,000 for land damage resulting 

from the extension of the reservoir's season than pursue the 

alternative solution of deeperting the channel at 

Poor,amal ie. ( 18) The people of North Elmsley felt that they 

had a grievance and that the federal government should pay. 

The result was a series of prolonged and often unJustified 

damage claims against the government. 

One such claim was pressed by James Garvin, who owned a 

farm in North Elmsley. His farms spanned Concessions V and 
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VI, and the only access to his far~ was the road allowance 

that separated the two concessions. James Garvin was the 

only user of this road. Garvin's road crossed an inlet of 

Rideau Lake. It was originally built in 1876 by filling in 

the inlet's soft muck with rough field stone to one foot 

above the level of the lake. The field stone was then 

covered with small stone and gravel. Garvin's road was Just 

wide enough to take one wagon. No repairs were made to this 

road, which was technically a township responsibility. By 

World War I it had s~ttled, and portions of it were very 

close to or at lake level. Of course, lake levels 

fluctuated, so, or, occasion, portions of Mr. Garvin's road 

were submerged. Garvin complained to Phillips. His argwnent 

was that the water problem, and it was becoming serious as 

parts of the road were submerged for as long as two months, 

had been serious ever since Poonamal ie dam had beer, "raised" 

in 1 '304. 

This issue dragged on for years: Garvin was still 

seeking compensation as late as 1928. People like Garvin 

could not be convinced that the dam had not been raised in 

1904. The anr,ual procedure used at Poonamalie seems 

reasonably straightforward: during the freshet, all stoplogs 

were removed from the dam to facilitate the runoff. Or,ce the 

freshet had subsided to one foot above the crest of the dam, 

the flashboards were installed to save water. The result was 

the persister,t 

1904. < 19) 

belief that Poonamalie Dam was "raised" 
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Mr. Garvir,' s misunderstanding notwithstanding, the 

problem of poor roads and misunderstood water levels was very 

real. 

Thompson, 

Montague Township submitted a petition to T.A. 

Conservative M.P. for Lanark, regarding the 

"deplorable condition" of the road between Elmsley and 

Montague. The township sought assistance for repairs from 

the Department of Rai lway-s and Car,als, arguing that this 

port ion of the road leadir,g to Perth was "almost unfit for 

public travel owing to the waters of the Rideau Canal having 

at times overflowed a portion of the road. "(20) 

The section of the road in question ran for about 4000 

feet through drowned land formed during the original 

construction of the dam at Detached. The road was built and 

initially mai nt ai Yled JOiYlt ly by North Elmsley and Montague. 

It was only a teYl foot wide mud road running at two feet 

above navigation level when water was kept at the standard 

depth of 7 feet 3 inches on the upper sill at Detatched. 

During freshets the water rose two feet above this level and 

the two small culverts available were quite choked with 

debris. IYl 1931 the townships requested $9,000 in assistance 

to raise the road three feet. The Department felt that 

$1,000 was sufficient, 

until 1934. (21) 

but did not make that contribution 

Routine water management operations, let alone 

extraordinary events such as floods and equipment failure, 

generated much friction between the occupants of riverine 

properties and those charged with administering the Rideau. 

The charges that the Rideau authorities were constantly 
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tinkering with water levels and the slow and complicated 

departmental procedures for processing claims for land damage 

produced an atmosphere of acrimony and confrontation. This 

was to prove to be a continuing problem. 

;he ... impr,:,ver,1er1ts :t,:, the system a-: 
Devil Lake] wil! ocen uc a way for 
Barges to the head of Knowlton Lake 
giving the traffic of eighty-six mi!as 
of coast to the Rideau Canal, a lar;ely 
ir,creased water sup:::ily, ::ic,th t,:, ths 
Canal and the Gananoque River, ant, 
also make the Land-owners to cultivata 
their meadowlands and to work their 
mines besides enabling a large cuantity 
of firewood now locked up to come to 
Kingston and thereby reducing the pricj 
of that cc,mmodity ir, the City. (22) 

While Poonamalie and the Tay River were the maJor 

areas of focus for the northern end of the canal, it was the 

Gananoque River and Devil Lake systems that attracted 

at tent ior, in the southern end. Water management and water 

control was as contentious an issue in the south as in the 

r,orth arid, accordingly, two oroposals were mooted which were 

thought would be of benefit to the Rideau and the regio~ ir, 

general. 

When the Rideau Canal was constructed, several river 

systems were examined throughout the Rideau Corridor and a 

combination of economics and geography competed with numerous 

private interests to determine the best route. Cor,seq uer,t l y, 
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some waterways that had been little influenced by human 

intervention were altered in their course or reduced in their 

flow to serve the best interests of the Rideau Canal. The 

Gananoque River was one such example and, as has beer, 

discussed above, 

years. 

proved to be a contentious issue in ensuing 

A variety of proposals designed to make the Gananoque 

navigable from Morton to the St. Lawrence had been considered 

in the past but no concrete steps towards the realization of 

this end were taken before the 1880s. Ir, 1883, a group from 

the region applied to make the St. Lawrence to Morton section 

of the Gananoque navigable along with a branch to Charleston 

Lake. This proposal was similar to that contained ir, a 

petition of 1872 represented by Leed's Tory M.P., David Ford 

Jones. That petition in turn led to the exhaustive report 

made by W. Kingsford, C. E., in September 1872. Kingsfc,rd 

estimated that the cost of a five foot deep navigation 

channel from Gananoque to above the second fall at Lyndhurst 

- a total of 22 3/4 miles - would cost $109,205. That sum 

included the branch to Charleston Lake but excluded land 

damage costs. Because of a large bay at Lyndhurst, a 140 rod 

tramway could be installed connecting the waterway with the 

upper portion of Beverly Lake. The four locks required (two 

at Whitefish and two at Lyndhurst) would cost $175,000. A 

survey was also needed: it would cost $3,000. The total 

estimate for the proposed proJect came to the relatively 

large sum of 

ackr,ow 1 edging 

$285, 000. (23) 

the very real 

75 

By February 

possibility 

1884, Wise was 

of there being 



steamboat navigation linking the Rideau with the Gananoque. 

Wise prepared an extensive outline, · complete with costs, of 

what was needed to make the proposal a reality: 

RIDEAU-LYNDHURST (terr miles): here "a remarkable gorge 
with high perpendicular rocks on either side is 
er,cour,tered. "(24) A good dam ar,d sluice at Mortc,r, was 
needed to compensate for the gorge and fall of ten feet 
to the mill pond level, which feeds the saw and grist 
mills located about 1,200 feet below the dam. At the 
mills there is another fall of ten feet to Morton Creek. 
Wise noted that the mills did not generally work during 
the summer for want of water. Morton Creek winds 
through low, flat country until Beverly Lake. At the 
Junction of Upper Beverly Lake and Beverly Lake is the 
village of Delta. Lyndhurst Creek flows out of Beverly 
Lake. To make this section navigable, two locks each 
with a ten foot lift combined with a waste weir were 
needed at Morton. It would also be necessary to dredge 
mill refuse for 600 feet below the mills and build two 
swing bridges over public roads. The requested water 
was to come from the Rideau. 

LYNDHURST WORKS: There were two falls at Lyndhurst 
totalling 23 feet. The first drop of seventeen feet 
falls from a dam across the creek to a mill pond to 
provide power for two saw mills and two grist mills. At 
the second and lower fall of six feet was a carding 
mill. It would be necessary to buy these mills or find 
surplus water for their power needs. As it was, an 
1,800 foot cut was needed across a neck of land plu~ a 
set of combined locks at the lower outlet of Mill Pond 
Lake (making a waste weir in the present channel). This 
was to be the most expensive section as it also needed a 
dam at the head of the mills and a swing bridge, but 
Wise was willing to compromise on a tramway to connect 
the two levels. 

LYNDHURST-MARBLE ROCK DAM (19 miles): The reach that 
followed the Gananoque River through Singleton and 
Gananoque Lake to Marble Rock was a "remarkably fine 
sheet of water with ample depth."(25) However, there 
were five obstructions caused by rock ledges and gravel 
croppings across the channel. These were located at 
Latimer's Rapids, Jim Day's Rapids, Black Rapids, Beaver 
Rock and the narrows near Marble Rock. 3,500 yards of 
rock would have to be removed and one swing bridge 
constructed. 

JUNCTION OF CHARLESTON AND GANANOQUE RIVER (two miles 
north of Marble Rock): The navigation followed Wiltsie 
Creek for three miles through the "drowned lands" which 
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were actually a treeless marsh. The creek was about 200 
feet wide with a "good depth of water"C26) and soft 
weed covered bottom: "Tugs plying on it would soon clear 
a good channel."(27) It would then be another four 
miles through cleared and level country to the outlet of 
Charleston Lake. At the lake's mouth was a natural dam 
- a ridge of rock across the stream. There had been a 
dam on this site which had raised the waters five to six 
feet to supply Webster's Mill, which ceased to function 
after a deva~tating fire. This dam site was close to 
the Gananoque Water Power Company, and the firm was 
considering the re-construction of the dam to provide a 
storage reservoir. Here it was proposed to construct a 
dam, a lock with a four foot lift and a waste weir. all 
of this would allow navigation to the head of the lake, 
a distance of seven and a half miles. Three swing 
bridges were also needed as well as the removal of a 
small obstruction at the Little 11 8 11

• 

MARBLE ROCK WORKS: A dam with a ten foot fall existed at 
Marble Rock. It powered a sawmill on one side and a 
grist mill on the other. This property, ir,cluding the 
dam belong~d to the Gananoque Water Power Company. One 
lock, on the sawmill site was needed along with the 
excavation of loose rock and gravel and a swing bridge. 
Already in existence at this site was a portage between 
the two levels for the transportation of cordwood~ 

MARBLE ROCK-GANANOQUE (7 miles>: There was ample water 
in the Gananoque River. The only obstruction was a 500 
yard rock ledge cropping into the channel at Schapp's. 
As the Grand Trunk Railway crossed the river about four 
miles below the line and a branch line at two miles, 
swing bridges were needed. A public road also crossed 
the river near the G.T.R. 

In theory, 

proJect. 

Superintendent Wise supported the Gananoque 

The Gananoque river drained an area of 300 square 

miles in the townships of South Crosby, Bastard, Leeds, 

Lansdowne, Yonge, and Kit ley, most being well settled with 

good farming country. The nearest railways were the Grand 

Trunk to the south and the Brockville and Ottawa to the east. 

Both lines were fourteen miles from the centre of the 

Gananoque River's watershed. Because of the area's 

geography, Wise doubted that a railway would ever run through 

its centre and that improving the navigation was the area's 
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best possibility for development. Wiseis proposal would cost 

an estimated $250.000 or $5,000 per mile. (28) 

While the proposal received initial government approval, 

Wise was well aware of the possibility of a clash of 

interests between manufacturing and navigation. Wise had 

worked on the Rideau long enough to have learned this lesson 

wel 1. The Gananoque Water and Powere Company controlled the 

surplus water from Charleston Lake and the dam at Marble 

Rock: thus, the Gananoque proJect could not proceed until the 

Department and the Gananoque Water and Power Company came .to 

terms. Wise suggested that a limit be placed on the amount 

of water available to the Company and that it be required to 

keep its dam in good repai~. 11 If they do. this, 11 he nc,ted, II T 

see no reason why the work should not be a success and a 

benefit to the whole of that cour,try. 11 (29) The Gar,anoo ue 

Water and Power Company was supportive of the scheme, 

although it maintained co~sistently that it had the ri;ht to 

an adequate supply of water because the natural water flow 

before the construction of the Canal was via the Gananoque 

and its headwaters of Whitefish Creek. The Company and mill 

owners along the Gananoque River were increasingly irritated 

by the reduction of water supply caused by Canal improvements 

that diverted water. This problem was made more pressing by 

the government's practice of continuing to grant mill leases 

along the river. The Gananoque Water and Power Company 

believed that making the Gananoque navigable would produce a 

better flow of water and would therefore "remedy to great 
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exter,t the evils which now form a Just Sl..lbJect of 

complaint." (30> 

In 1885, after decades of discussion and lobbying, 

success seemed to be at hand. $20,000 was voted by 

ParliameY'lt to improve the waters of the Rideau Canal and 

supply water to the Gananoque Water and Power Company. (31> 

The issue of sufficient water supoly was central 

Gananoque improvement scheme. In his 1872 report, Kingsfor~ 

had declared that the Rideau needed all available reservoirs 

and that none could be soared for the Gananocue. 1877, 

great the dam at Devi 1 Lake had been taken down amid 

thereby reducing storage capacity i r, the 

headwaters. But at the same time, the Whitefish Dam had been 

repaired and thus preventing more water from escaping down 

its r,atural r,:,ute. Ir, cc,nseq uer,ce, 1 c,bby i r,g had beer, 

directed from several corners to have the Devil Lake system 

improved to provide access to the many mines and timber 

star,ds under exploitation and to procure more water for the 

Cataraqui and Gananoque Rivers. While this was going on, the 

Gananoque Water and Power Company went ahead with its owr, 

development plans, confident that the government would soon 

fol low. An article in the Gananoque ~QYCD~l outlined the 

efforts the Company had gone to in order to 

guaraY'lteed water s1..tpply f,:,r the village. (32) 

Long before it approached the government, 

improve the 

the Gananoque 

Water and Power Company applied to the courts for permission 

to raise the waters in Charleston Lake. The firm assumed 

responsibility for all damage to land. After the completion 
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of surveys and appraisals, the company discovered that the 

proJect was bigger than they could handle. Nonetheless, they 

elected to proceed because the work was essential if the 

factories in Gananoque were to have sufficient power. 

Following a petition to Leeds M.P., George Taylor, the 

government ordered Wise to make a survey. The result was a 

cost estimate of $247,000, an estimate which did not include 

comoensation for land damages or the ourchase of waylieves. 

Wise also recommended raising Charleston Lake to allow an 

eight foot head and the damming of several lakes north and 

west of Morton to provide additional reservoirs. 

Of the $20,000 voted by Parliament in 1885, $8,000 was 

given to the Gananoque Water and Power Company to pay for 

expenses already incurred. In return, the government was 

given title to all damaged lands (for which the company had 

paid $20,000) and right of way through the Company's dams at 

Marble Rock and Charleston Lake. The Gananoque Water and 

Power Company was also to be responsible for the deepening 

of the channel, the removal of the Little S and the 

construction of a dam at that site. The remaining $12,000 

was to be spent in Frontenac and Addington to reconstruct the 

destroyed dams in order to produce more water for the Rideau. 

All available excess water was to be released at Morton in 

order to maintain navigation from Morton to Long Point. 

According to Gananoque's newspaper, Leeds M.P. George Taylor 

was seeking 

Marble Rock. 

funds to remove obstructions from Lyndhurst to 

He also wanted funding for one lock at the 
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Outlet, one at Marble Rock (making navigation complete from 

Gananoque to Charleston Lake), one at Lyndhurst plus a 

guarantee of a full power supply to Gananoque manufactureres 

for the entire season. (33) 

Details are sketchy about events in this arena during the 

subsequent few years. However, we do know that what might 

have been called the Gananoque Canal was never completed. 

That did not mean that no work progressed. F,:,r example, by 

1887 the dam at Charleston Lake was near completion at a cost 

of $'306.87.(34) The work at the Little S obstruction was 

near completion in 1887 but it was estimated that about 

$1,000 worth of labour was still needed there. T' ,:ie sums 

spent ~n the Gananoque at this time are as follows: 

Obtaining a count order to raise waters, 
survey work, land evaluations 
and arbitration of damages 

To landowners for damages 

Excavation, erection of dam at 
Charlest,::,r, Lake 

Total 

$4,'335 

$14, 16:ll 

$'307 

$20,002 

The maJor obstacle to the creat ic,r, ,::,f the Gar,anoque Car,al 

was the problem of a guaranteed supply of water that would 

assure seasonal navigation on both the Rideau and the 

Gar,ar,oque. There was in many quarters a profound suspicion 

that there was simply not enough water. 

Kingsford had argued in his 1872 report that all 
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available reservoirs were being utilized to their utmost. 

Not all were convinced and eyes were continually being cast 

north to the vast series lakes of which the Devil Lake system 

was the centre. In the 1870s a dam had been built at the 

mouth of Devil Lake in ar, attempt at captur•ing rnore water for 

the ever thirsty Rideau system. The darn was subsequently 

destroyed amidst substantial controversy. The Devil Lake 

option received a bit of attention during the 1880s when the 

Gananoque proJect was being boomed. Wise discussed several 

□ossible future darn sites in 1883. He was disinclined to 

rebuild the Devil Lake darn because he was convinced that ; .... 
... " 

would result in excessive land damage costs. He suggested 

the oossibility of connecting several lakes in the Devil Lake 

system and then bringing the surplus water to the Rideau at 

Buttermilk Falls CTetts' ). Hunter's mill site at Rock Lake 

Ca feeder to Opinicon Lake between Chaffey's and Davis's 

locks) had been bought. The DepartrneY1t of Railways and 

Canals had the darn at Hunter's repaired and then placed ..... 
l" 

under the control of the Lock.master at Foster's Lock <Davis). 

Wise wanted the Hart Lake dam repaired and completed with a 

slide. (35) 

In February 1883 a petition was filed with the department 

requesting that improvements be made to the Devil Lake 

system. Superintendent Wise submitted a detailed report to 

Bradley expressing his doubts about the proJect. The twc, 

main problems were, not unexpectedly, the terrain and the 

cost. He argued that one could not draw away sufficient 

water while maintaining adequate navigational levels. He 
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rioted that the 20,000 feet of channel to be deepened and 

widened - should the petitioners have their way were 

"hardly r1avigable for canoes at low water." (36> Wise agreed 

that if the Devil Lake region was opened, it would permit 

the exploitation of vast quantities of cordwood, a not 

unimportant consideration in nineteenth century Canada. But 

that was not enough for Wise, who doubted the practicality of 

,:,per1ir1g 1.1p s1.1ch a bleak region: "what practical use ,:,f making 

a lock and passage in a country of that rocky description 

fail to see. "(37) Eventually Wise concluded that impr,:,v i rig 

the Devil Lake system would not do much for the Gananoque, 

r1or would it be of important benefit to the area through 

which the improved sections would flow. 

Hc,wever, doubts notwithstanding, Wise ordered a 

oreliminary survey in the fall of 1883. Rc,bert Rc,war1, 

engineer from Kingston, was instructed to provide advice on 

two issues: was it feasible to provide significant quantities 

of Devil Lake system water for the Rideau? Was the proposed 

Gananoque system necessary? Rowan was also to keep in mind 

the possibility of opening navigation between the Rideau and 

several lakes to bringing to market new supplies of firewood, 

minerals and farm produce. (38) Rowan did his work and 

submitted a proposed route, with estimated costs: 

BEDFORD MILLS: There is a 29 foot rall in 300 feet 
through a rocky gorge at the foot of Devil Lake. The 
Tett brothers maintained a dam at the head of this gorge 
to power their saw, shingle and grist mills. At this 
site Rowan proposed a set of combined locks with a waste 
weir alongside them. This would have necessitated the 
removal of the saw mill. 
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BIG MUD CREEK: This creek is entered after travelling 
for six miles through Devil Lake. A lock with a 14 foot 
lift was needed at the creek entrance. Also required 
here was a quarter mile cut through clay and rock to Big 
Mud Lake. An excavation of 700 feet was also needed 
through an outcrop of clay and rock between Big Mud and 
Buck Lakes. 

DESERT CREEK: After following Birch Lake for one mile, 
Desert Creek is entered. This short creek, only 1 3/4 
r11iles l,:,Y1g, was clogged with saY:d and mud depc,sits. It 
wc,uld have t,:, be dredged. There were als,:, three 
obstructions across the creek that imoeded both water 
flow ay,d Y1avigatic,n: a r,:,ck ledge aY1d tw,:, :::ieaver dams. 
They would have to go. 

MUD CREEK: Desert Creek leads to Desert Lake, which is 
followed for 3/4 of a mile to Mud Creek. It was only 
3,000 feet long but was heavily silted and would have to 
be cl eaY1ed out. 

KNOWLTON CREEK: Mud Creek leads to Mud 
t urr, 1 eads to KY1ow 1 t ,:,Y-1 Creek.. This tw,:, 
ran through peaty soil flanked by 
Dredging was required in order to 
Kr1owTtoY1 Lake. 

Lai-<.e, which i r-: 
mi le l,:,r:g cree:•'­
r,:,ci<.y cliffs. 

gair1 access tc, 

The route to be rendered navigable from this point at 

Knowlton Creek to the Rideau was 17 miles long. 

investigated two possible branch canals attached to the Devil 

Lake system: 

OTTER LAKE BRANCH: This unit would be three miles in 
length and a third of a mile in width. It would be 
necessary to cut through two dams plus loose stone and 
clay. 

CANOE LAKE BRANCH: This lake lies some fifteen feet 
above all the others so it would be necessary to cut a 
twelve foot passage through rock four feet deep. This 
would generate a reserve supply of water, some five 
miles long and a third of a mile wide. 

The proJect would be expensive. 

various components are as follows: 

Bedford Mills 
Big Mud Creek 
Birch Lake 
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Desert Creek 
Little Mud Creek 
Mud Lake 
Knowlton Creek 
Canoe Lake 
Otter Creek 
Three Bridges 
Additional costs for 
water supply 
10¼ add-on 

Total 

$19,750 
$9,250 

$18,750 
$22,500 

$3,336 
$3,175 
$6,000 

$13,150 
$17,337 

$190,708(39) 

Despite the high costs and difficulties caused by the 

terrain, more benefits were seen to emerge from this ~roJect 

than Wise had wanted to admit. The area is part of the 

Frontenac Axis and abounds with lakes and streams. was 

felt that once the initial imorovements had been made, 

would require little trouble or ex □ense to provide the region 

with an abundant supply of water. Many felt that the time 

was ripe for opening the Devil Lake watershed to development. 

If the prooosed navigable canal was built along Rowan's 

lines, a steamer could travel from Devil Lake to Kingston in 

four and a half hours. This could be an imoortant economic 

development. It would permit the exploitation of some 

square miles of timber that ran at 30 cords per acre for a 

total of almost two and a half million cords of maole, beech 

and assorted softwoods. Kingston would be a ready market for 

this wood. 

Rowan also reported preliminary sightings of several 

minerals (including zinc, asbestos and apatite) close to the 

line of the proposed canal. Also, while the region apoeared 

best suited to mining and lumbering, Rowan noted that the 

land appeared to be of much better quality than originally 



supposed. He felt that it would be well suited to grazing 

and fruit raising. Optimistic, if not downright incorrect, 

Rowan's boosterish prognostigations were submitted as 

evidence and had to be considered. For Rowan and other 

promoters of the proJect, the only impediment to the opening 

of the Devil Lake country was the access problem. 

Rowan submitted the figure of $175,000 as the estimate 

for the proposed improvement. That figure did not incluce 

additional costs related to water supoly. 

compensation for the Tett brothers. (40) 

Nor did it include 

The $15,000 or so 

of additional costs related to water supply could be 

separated from the main proposal. That is, water supoly 

could be increased without making the system navigable. 

option would be relatively cheap, 

the navigation situation. 

but would do nothing 

This 

for 

It was assumed that the Tetts would put their dam at the 

head of Devil Lake into good repair and that the Department 

would assume responsibility for cutting a channel 12 feet 

wide and 8 feet deep through the ridge into Mud Lake. This 

would bring the Mud Lake waters under control. To achieve 

the same results with Birch Lake, a cut of similar dimensions 

would 

Lakes. 

be made through the outcrop between Mud and Birch 

After excavating six foot deep channels through two 

beaver dams in Desert Creek, sluices would be installed. 

This would enable the current to clear out the soft bottom 

and give four feet of surplus water to Desert Lake. From 

Desert Lake, excavations through two rock outcrops and a 
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controlling sluice at the outlet of Canoe Lake would allow 

that lake to be drawn off when needed. Prev ic,usl y, these 

waters had been controlled by the government darn at the foot 

of Hind Lake and numerous private darns. Hc,wever, the 

abandonment of the Hind Lake, Tetts' (Mississauga Creek) aY-1d 

HuY-1t er' s ( Rc,ck Lake) darns res1_1 l t ed i Y-1 ser i ,:,us freshet 

or,::ib l ems. It was hoped that either the modified or the full 

irnorovement plans for Devil Lake system would helc to contro: 

this prc,bl em. (41) 

The issue ,:,f improved water control oolicies was of 

concern to many groups and individ1.1als, both p1..1bl ic and 

private. The Department was besieged with oetitions from a 

variety ,:if gr,:iups that demanded that . steps be takeY-1 to eY-1s1_f're 

that the various works along the Rideau be secure from 

floodiY-1g, but maintain sufficient water for industrial and 

navigatiol",al use throughout the el"1tire seasc•Y-1. (41) 

December,1885 a meeting was held at the Devil Lake school to 

consider the matter. This grouo of concerned local citizens 

resolved to remind the government of the urgency of the 

situatiol",. Due to the deterioration and abandonment 

various key dams, their roads were subJect 

floodil",g. Al"1ot her group, consisting of Rowan (discussed 

above), J. Lakey, James Wilson, Hugh Campbell, David Ruttan 

and John Snook passed a resolution urging the government to 

utilize the sum of $20,000 voted by the recent sess i Ol"1 ,:,f 

Parliament (and of which the Gananoque Water and Power 

Company was given $8,000}. This position wa~ fully endorsed 

by 80 11 promi l"1el"1t II coul"1ty farmers. (43) Five years later, over 
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S9,000 of the $20,000 remained unspent which, giver, the 

S8,000 transferred to the Gananoque Water and Power Comcany 

for their purposes, meant that very little had been emoloyed 

in improving the Devil Lake reservoirs: 

Purchase of Hunter's Dam Rights 
Rebuildir,g Dams 
Majing Dams at Wolfe Lake Outlet 

$500 
$650 

$i,500 

S2,S50 (44i 

It was clear that the Department remained undecided as 

to the best and most economical means to be used to control 

the upper waters. The first dilemma was the cuestion of an 

entrance route at Bedford Mills. Rowan submitted two □ lans 

for circumventing the maJor obstacles at Buttermilk Falls and 

Mud Creek. The more expensive plan involved two locks at 

Bedford Mills and one at Mud Creek. Comolete with dredging 

produce a navigable channel, the total reached $175,000. 

The second option provided only for a controlled water supply 

to the Rideau, and would cost only $15,@00. It prc,v i ded f,::ir 

a few dams and minor channels connecting the lakes. The 

endless difficulties and expenses that continued to delay and 

obstruct the proJect produced great frustration, which was 

vented by Rowan himself: "It wc,uld be better, " he declared, 

"to build a railway." (45) Clearly, the Deoart rner,t shared 

Rowan's opinions as to the near futility of the scheme. It 

was r,ear l y fifteen years before the Devil Lake 

scheme surfaced again. 

Ir, the fall of 1903, two diverging estimates for 
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completing the Devil Lake proJect were submitted to Sir 

Collingwood Schreiber, a powerful public servant and 

engineer in the Department of Railways and Canals. The 

different proposals involved different routes, and they did 

not use the same system in calculating costs. 

One croposal involved the indefatigable Kingston 

engineer, Rowan. In conversations E.J.Walsh, an 

engineer, William Harty, Lijeral M.P. for Kingston, J.~.~owa~ 

and A.M. Chisholm, he discovered that a navi;a □ la water~ay 

into Frontenac county was still wanteo in ~he ~evil 

country and was advocated by some imcortant cersonages. On 

~ovember 9-10, Rowan and a grouc of associates 

travelled a □otential route in order to make cost estimates 

and develoo a proposal. Although their conclusion that what 

was needed were locks (133 feet by 33 feet by 5 feet) at 

Bedford Mills and the mouth of Mud Creek was the same as t~at 

contained in previous surveys, it met with a disoute over 

where the route should go from Bedford Mills. Some argued 

that 

Lake. 

grist 

These 

the routes should be in the gorge at the mouth of Devil 

This would necessitate the removal of a saw mill, a 

mill 

three 

in 

and a grain elevator of 16,000 bushel 

facilities belonged to the Tetts, 

caoacity. 

who wanted 

compensation should the Canal go through 

croperty. As the Tetts were building a new concrete dam 

adJoining their sawmill, it was suggested that a dam with a 

waste weir and controlling sluice be erected at the site of 

the old dam, 80 to 100 feet above the sawmill. Others argued 

for a route that was in a shallow back-water creek that ~ad 



been used as a piling ground for slabs. This latter route 

would require 800 feet of dredging and 600 feet of excavation 

through rock which could be used for lock walls. At an 

estimated cost of $77,466.77, including property damages, the 

ravine route was not only straighter but more economical than 

the gorge route which was estimated at $103,782.57. (46) 

Only the entrance was in dispute. Everybody agreed about 

the rest of the route, which involved the usual series of 

improvements. AdJoining the Mud Creek lock would be a dam 

with a waste weir and controlling sluice. Four steel 

superstructure swing highway bridges (75 feet by 12 feet) 

would be needed at Bedford Mills, above Bedford Mills, at Mud 

Creek, and at Desert Creek. These bridges ~ere to be quite 

sturdy in construction and were to be completed with concrete 

abutments, 

crib work. 

pivot piers, swing protections and stone filled 

Over two thousand feet of dredging was required 

to straighten the channel through Devil Lake below Mud Creek. 

Straightening and deepening were also needed in Mud Creek, 

Birch Lake, Des~rt Creek, and a few other places. In 

addition, it was considered essential to have a twelve foot 

wide by four foot deep feeder channel with weir and 

controlling sluices to Canoe Lake to ensure a sufficient 

water flow to Desert Lake. (47) The cost estimate for these 

various improvements was $164,253.51. (48) 

A.T.Phillips also submitted a report to Schreiber. His 

estimate was substantially higher than that of Walsh of the 

Rowan group, so he was promply ordered to Justify his 
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Ir, August,1903, Phillips made a preliminary 

estimate of $210,000, an increase from the $175,000 estimated 

ir, 1884. The earlier estimate had not included compensation 

for the Tett brothers or other holders of drowned land. Also 

the 1884 estimate was based on smaller locks (120 feet by 26 

feet). (49) 

After completing an on-site investigation with Walsh in 

Nc,vember, 1903, Phillips submitted a more detailed report in 

which he explained his relatively high estimates. Phi 11 i ::i's 

route was seven and a half miles longer than that of Rowan-

Walsh: Phillip's canal route went to the head of Knowlton 

Lake and also branched off to Otter Lake. This $59,400 

extension was a part of the original 1884 proposal, but since 

then various proponents of the scheme had changed their 

Unlike Walsh, Phillips had chosen the more expensive 

rc,ute at Bedford Mil ls. Rowan-Walsh had wanted to avoid 

purchasing Tetts' mills, but Phillips maintained that 

building a dam above the mills would greatly reduce power to 

the Tetts who would then have to be compensated in any event. 

Rowan-Walsh had made no provision for this expense. Due to 

his very extensive canal experience, Phillips was convinced 

that it would be simpler in the long run to buy out the Tetts 

lease out any surplus water power to avoid future 

frict ic,r, c,ver adequate comper,sat ic,,r, arid water supp 1 y. 

Therefore, if the Rowan-Walsh estimate is i r,creased by 

$35,000 for mill purchases, the estimate increases to 

$199,253. Phillips also agreed to add to his estimate $6,207 

for a bridge considered necessary by Rowan-Walsh that 

□·-, 
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Phillips was convinced indeed necessary. When these various 

adjustments are made, 

emerge: 

Rc,wan-Wa l sh 
Phillips 

a di fferer,t set 

$1'3'3,253 
$1'36,807 

And, the route favoured by Phillips was seven and 

estimate 

a half 

miles these careful studies combined 

with the pressure of regional interests produced no results. 

Kingstonians were irked, because they were anxious to exploit 

the extensive mineral deposits of Frontenac County. The 

De pa rt mer,t received several petitions to this effect during 

the early years of the twer,tieth cer,tury. (51) 

Yet another survey was instigated by A. Chisholm, a local 

mine owner who operated out of Kingston's Frontenac Hotel and 

H. A. Macleod, a surveyor. They investigated the same routes 

studied by the men discussed above, and came to similar 

A stumblir,g 

probably remained the Tetts. 

block to a new i r, it i at i ve 

By 1 '305, they had become even 

more demanding in their terms for compensation. 

People like Chisholm retained their interest in the 

mineral wealth of the area in the vicinity of the proposed 

canal ar,d, ir, particular, in the substantial quantities of 

feldspar at the Richardson Mine on Desert Lake. The 

Richardson Mine was an excavation of 200 feet by 150 feet by 

40 feet comprising reserves of approximately 100,000 tons of 

feldspar. The mine was worked with two steam drills and a 

steam hoist with the product being carried out by horses and 
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wagons to the lake. Here it was dumped into cars ferried by 

tug and scow across Desert Lake to a tramway. The cars were 

then hauled by horses to the railway. This complicated and 

expensive route was in use for several years and did not 

prevent the mine owners from realizing a profit. A second 

feldspar mine was also in operation nearby with 

untapped reserves of these crystalline minerals 

large 

in the 

neighbourhood of Desert and Big Mud Lake. Feldspar was in 

great demand during these years, especially in the United 

States where it was more important in the manufacturing of 

fine porcelain. As it became recognized that the provision of 

effective water communications were not going to be realised, 

an attempt to solve the transport problems of the Desert 

Lake-Big Mud Lake mining area by the construction of a 

private railway was attempted but failed. 

The surviving evidence does not permit firm or 

definitive answers concerning the failure to get the Devil 

Lake proJect off the ground. After 1910 the issue pretty 

much fades from view, but for a good thirty years the scheme 

was subJect to substantial interest from both government and 

industry. The economic potential, and hence benefit, of the 

Devil Lake proJect was probably even more impressive than 

that of the proposed Gananoque Canal. The Frontenac County 

mining industry was profitable for many years and would have 

yielded much more in the way of minerals, Jobs and multiplier 

effects had it been based on a substantially improved 

transportation system. (53) Certainly, the Rideau Canal most 
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definitely needed both a better regulated water control 

system and more water to ensure a full season of navigation 

and to meet other legitimate needs. The most logical way to 

accomplish this goal was to tap the water resources of the 

Devil Lake watershed. The need and desire were there. The 

question remains, why did it never happen? 
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Chapter Five: Water Levels and New Conflicts 

With the onset of the twentieth century, plans for the 

expansion of the Rideau system's catchment area were shelved. 

But there was no slackening of the ever increasing demands 

for water. Ir,deed, the interests of the traditional users, 

the millers ar,d "mar,ufactc,ries" of the nir,eteer,th cer,tury, 

were increasingly challenged by new users. The r,avigatior, 

priorities of the Department of Railways and Canals and, 

after 1 '336, the Department of Transport, were questioned by 

those requiring water for hydro-electric power for industry, 

and urban lighting and sanitation. As if these were not 

enough, new trends in popular recreation and a r,ew 

sensitivity for matters ecological served to compound the 

problem of managing the waters of the Rideau. Even arr 

experienced Superintending Engineer such as A.T.Phillips was 

sorely tested, compelling him to admit that II• • • it is 

difficult to kr,ow Just what tc, do ir, all cases." (1) 

i~ Regulating the Waters 

With no promise of future expansion of the system, 

attention henceforth would be directed to improving the 

efficiency of the management of the waters available in the 

existing catchment area. These reservoir waters for the 

Rideau system derived from two main watersheds: the Rideau 

River basin, some 1500 square miles in extent, ar,d, the 

Cataraqui 

Together, 

River basin, some 500 square miles in extent. 

these two systems allowed an impounding of 255,000 
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acre feet of water and also served in the regulating of flows 

to prever,t floods and protect supplies. (2) After a century 

of operating the system, the problem was as complicated as 

ever. In 1930, Phillips had to contend with conserving water 

for navigation during the summer, retaining winter levels 

sLtfficier,t for power demands, and accommodate the perennial 

request '' ... to drain off the low-lying shores so as to enable 

the farmers to put ir, their crops." (3) Arid the 

freshets were still a force to be contended with, :=1h i l l i os 

arguing that, indeed, they were more severe than ever: 

The clearing and ditching of the 
country has rendered the freshets of 
shorter duration but of consequently 
greater violence than formerly, as the 
snow which used to be protected in the 
bush, is nc,w r,1elted quickly ar,d the 
water ir,stead of lyir,g ir, the field, is 
carried down the ditches to the river, 
thus causing the latter to rise with 
greater suddenness. (4) 

Good management required that water levels be carefully 

m,:,r, it ored at all lock stations and dams and that they be 

coordinated to ensure effective water control. Frorn the very 

comrner,cernent of the operation of the Rideau system, 

observing, recording, and reporting water levels bulked large 

in the responsibilities of lockrnasters. They had to record 

the water levels, at some stations take snow depths once a 

ar,d repc,rt on the thickness of the ice. (5) 

regular "readir,g" of the water levels was essential: 

... there were two markers, one on the 
upper, and one at the lower wing wall, 
and you could always tell exactly where 
the level of the water was. Well the 
lockrnasters knew what the water level 
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should be, and if suddenly there was a 
big rain and the water came up an inch, 
they would run off that particular 
water into the next level. And if they 
heard ... from the Gananoque Light and 
Power Company, a Mr. Campbell, that he 
was running water off Devil Lake or 
Buck Lake, ... why then they would pass 
the water on down to his generating 
olants, or down the Rideau towar~s 
Ki Y-1gstoY-1. (6) 

Herman Warren of Chaffey's also recalled these practices, 

acknowledging his reliance upon direction but also a~sertin; 

his independence of action: 

As 

Oh yes, always had to send in a report 
of the bywash every month ... Well, you 
have to raise logs and let your water 
run through. Because the water was 
rising and they'd be probably calling 
for water at Chaffey's or Jones Falls 
and you'd get orders and you'd have to 
run water. But you always got your 
orders from the Department before you 
run the water ... If I saw the water 
risiY-1g, if it was water risiY-1g above 
what it was supposed to keep, I'd raise 
a log and let some run through ... Then 
when it come back down to its level, 
I'd drop the log back dc,wr, agai Y-1. (7> 

ever, cc,ord i Y-1a t i OY-1 bet weeY-1 these individua:. 

operators was essential. With the advent of the telegraph, 

and later the telephone, rapid communication between stations 

the rea~tion-speed of the system to hydrological 

variatioY-,s. (8) 

But this was essentially a reactive rather than a 

oredictive approach to the problem. Prior to the 1940' s, 

accurate predictions of annual water flow and 

was l irni t ed to observations of rain and 

availability 

falls and 

approximations of yields. In 1942 a more rigorous approach 

was introduced with accurate snow surveys being conducted at 
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the end of February each year: 

with a view to securing additional 
information for use in the regulation 
of canal waters, it is hoped such 
surveys over a period of years will 
furnish useful data for short range 
forecasting of flow conditions on which 
regulat ic,r, schedules may be based. (9} 

Ir, 1947, a new automatic water-stage recorder was installed 

at Poonamalie to keep a continuous record of Rideau River 

water levels. ( 10) With these innovations, together with the 

calculation of the quantity of snow and estimates of the 

water yield, it became possible to predict with great e~~ 

accuracy the amc,ur,t of "draw-dc,wr," required to accor11rr1c,date 

the sprir,g freshets and develop sophisticated mathernatica: 

mc,dels better regulating the water(11) Withir1 this 

system, the regulation of water levels followed a regular 

anr,ual patterr, with the the 65 or so 

regulatory dams located at critical locations along the line 

of the canal and throughout the watershed. 

1950 is typical: 

The procedure for 

It was not necessary to draw water from 
the storage lakes in the early part of 
the summer and a normal and- uniform 
flow toward Ottawa was maintained. 
Approaching the end of the navigation 
season, water was made available for 
purposes from the stc,rage lakes. Ir, 
accordance with standard practice, the 
lakes in the southern descending levels 
toward Kingston were lowered after 
September 15 and reached their winter 
levels well before the formation of 
ice. An ample supply of storage water 
was available for power plants of the 
Kingston area and little water was 
wasted. (12) 

With the establishment of more water guages, 
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careful monitoring of capacities and flows, and the continued 

development of modelling the complex controlling variables, 

the operation and managment of the Rideau waters is becomi r,g 

increasingly sophisticated. Even so the basic mechanics of 

the operat ior, the fur,damer,t a 1 cc,r1cerr1s continue 

essentially unaltered. 

As ever of the navigation were dominant. This is 

clearly stated as departmental policy, the regulation of the 

"Reservoir" beir1g ir1ter1ded tc, 

was 

ensure the most favourable navigation 
conditions, but also giving specia: 
attention to the requirements of the 
various power houses and other interest 
as wel 1, to the er1d that the flow 
might be distributed throughout the 
year to the best advantage of al: 
interests concerned. (13) 

But to attempt a harmony "of all interests cc,r1cerr1ed 11 

pater,t ly impossible. Many were quite irrecor1ci lab le. 

For instar,ce, urban demands were increasing and diversifying 

as electrical power, electric lighting, and massive demands 

for sanitary purposes were directed to the Rideau catchment. 

Phillips patiently explained the essential dimensions of the 

problem to a complaining Mayor of Smiths Falls: 

... I would remind you that one of the 
reasons of shortage of water in your 
town is the fact that it is increasing 
in size and the consumption of water is 
consequently increasing very largely 
also, but the supply in Rideau Lake 
remains the same; and, if an 
extraordinary quantity of water is run 
out of the Lake in the summer time, it 
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might create a very serious situation 
in Smiths Falls during the winter if 
the Lake got too low to supply enough 
for domestic and fire protection 
purposes. ( 14) 

Phillips went on to demonstrate what he considered his 

primary responsibility and secondary obligations to be: 

You realize, of course that our first 
consideration is the maintenance of 
navigation on the Rideau System between 
Smiths Falls and Ottawa:- the storage 
for which is Rideau Lake alone and, 
while we are and always have been, most 
anxious to keep the town supplied with 
water, yet in dry seasons there may not 
perhaps be enough for all purposes. (15> 

Unnecessary use of water by the Woods Mill, leaks in the Town 

darn, the luxury of a Public Swimming Bath, all these and 

other matters were advanced by Phillips as demonstrations of 

the basic problem and to underscore his concern that the 

Rideau lake could not " ... supply navi gat ior,, ar,d ... keep the 

town supplied for twelve months of the year. "(16) Other 

communities were also involved and instructions were given to 

let water out of Bob's Lake, "Now that r,avigatic,n is 

over, ... so as to supply the Town of Perth with water for 

domestic purposes and fire protection .... "(17) Similar 

requests to draw off water from Wolfe Lake to replenish the 

reservoirs of the Electric Light Station at the Village of 

West port. ( 18) 

As the century progressed, urban populations increased, 

per capita consumption of water increased, and the Rideau was 

called upon to furnish these demands. Luckily, the small 

scale development of hydro-electric power was accompanied by 

developments in long distance transmission of power generated 
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at large scale generators elsewhere. Th is, at least, eased 

the dependency upon the vagaries of the Rideau's waters. 

iiiL Protecting ib§ Environment 

The problem of regulating the waters was made even more 

complex by demands emanating from those charged with the 

management of wildlife. The rhetoric of the Annual 

paid lip service to the recognition of plural demands: 

The proper storage and apportioning of 
this water in order to insure adequate 
power supply to obviate serious 
flooding and to protect fish and 
wildlife, is of utmost importance and 
forms one of the main features in the 
administration and operation of these 
two [Trent and Rideau] canals. (19) 

Report 

The protection of "fish and w"ildlife" had come to cor,stitute 

an important consideration in managing the Rideau waters. As 

early as 1869, the Department of Marine and Fisheries had 

asserted its authority in prosecuting those who polluted the 

waterway and "destroyed the fisheries". (20) In 1 '307, the 

concern was with the raising of water levels in spring and 

the flooding of the breeding grounds of wild ducks(21); on 

another occasion, it was complained that the lowering of 

water levels at the close of the navigation season killed 

small fish (22) ; other casualties were the muskrats whose 

houses and feeding grounds were left exposed so that 

"thousands upon thousands are destroyed every year. ''(24) A 

complaint that fisheries were being destroyed prompted 

Phillips to attempt to explain the comple~ities of his 

situation, one in which protecting small fish ran in the face 
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of economic development and community demands: 

... the supply of water for 
manufacturing and electric purposes 
seems to conflict with the necessities 
of conservation of fish, so you can 
realize how difficult a matter it is 
for us to carry out the wishes of your 
Department [Fisheries] and the 
requirements of our own; but, as above 
stated, I shall be glad at all times to 
do everything in my power to cooperate 
with you. (22) 

Clearly, in attempting to meet these contradicting 

demar,ds, a maJor point of contention was that water-

regulatory procedures produced maJor fluctuations in water 

levels in the reservoir lakes. Apart from problems of urban 

intakes and disruptions of ecosystems, shifting water levels 

irritated a new presence throughout the Rideau Corridor: 

cottagers. This new mode of popular recreational use of the 

Rideau was focussed on the lake and river shorelines and 

fluctuations ir, water levels were not conducive to 

recreational use by lake shore property owners and often 

resulted in complaints and agitation. 

construction of a dam there in 1871, 

For example, since the 

Bobs Lake had beer, one 

of the main reservoir lakes of the Rideau system, helpir,g to 

augment and hold the level of Big Rideau lake via Christie 

Lake and the Tay River. 

allowed to rise 10 feet, 

Each year, the level there was 

being drawn off at the rate of 50 -

100 cubic feet per second until November by which time the 

lake had dropped to about 5 feet 4 inches at the sill of the 
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dam. (25) Even with its supplies, navigation in the Rideau 

fell to 4 feet 1121 at the lc,ck. sill at Pc,or-,amalie. (26) Faced 

with this annual retreat of the water level at their 

properties, Bobs Lake residents were concerned and requested 

that action be taken: 

L. W. 

... that the Dam at the N.E. End of Bobs 
Lake be repaired against leaks and that 
the Dam be raised by 5 or 6 feet. The 
raising of this Dam would allow the 
logs to be removed from a higher level 
than in the past and the result would 
be that the lake would remain at the 
present spring level. At present, logs 
are removed from June 1st and the lake 
is lowered by 6 to 8 feet. The Tourist 
business suffers and fishing has 
declined in the last few years and 
property owners in Bedford and □so 

townships in Frontenac County are very 
concerned and ask that immediate action 
be taken. (27) 

Clarke, the Superir-,ter-,dir-,g Er-,gir-,eer for the "Rideau ar-,d 

Nova Scot i a Car-,a 1 s", could not favour this proposal as 

would cause considerable flooding. Future problems, he noted, 

would arise when property owners built at the r-,ew level; 

without a drawdown of 1121 feet the new construction could not 

be Justified. (28) Fc,r him, the problem lay elsewhere: 

The great difficulty with this lake is 
that the shoreline property owners fail 
to realize it is a storage lake subJect 
to fluctuate each year. These same 
property owners sell cottage lots but 
neglect to tell the purchasers that 
this is a controlled lake subJect to 
fluctuation. A great service would 
bedone to this canal if the 
municipality were to notify all owners 
of shoreline property around this lake 
that Bobs Lake is the main storage lake 
for the Rideau System, and that its 
level is subJect to fluctuations each 
year. Only when this information is got 
across to the land owners will 
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complaints in respect to the lake level 
decrease. (2'3) 

Indeed, further to develop the efficiency of the Bobs Lake 

reservoir, Clarke recommended that a diversion channel be cut 

to Wolfe Lake and so directing the water to Upper Rideau Lake 

rather than Big Rideau Lake, and thus putting "this water at 

the summit of the Rideau CaY-,al system." (30) 

Obviously, another actor had been added in the ongoing 

dialogue between the administrators of the Rideau and the 

general public. Farmers, mi 11 ers, ir,dustrial ists, urbar, 

utility users, and private power companies had been Joined by 

the recreation seeker and summer cottage owner. Fr:,r the 

latter, the priority was maintenance of high water levels to 

ensure that their properties were, truly, waterfront 

properties and not mud flat properties. But giver, the 

function performed by lakes such as Bobs, Wolfe, and Rideau, 

this could not be guaranteed and served, 

present yet another point of conflict. 

therefore, to 

It is patently obvious that the various user demands 

are often conflicting and sometimes i rreconc i 1 ab 1 e. 

Allocating the waters of the Rideau, therefore, required the 

wisdom of a Solomon and the hydrological inventiveness of a 

Moses. 
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Chapter Six: A Canal and a River Basin 

... The writer considers it his duty 
respectfully to offer the remark that it would 
be a wise policy for the government at once to 
establish the principle that the waters of the 
Rideau Navigation can in no way be diverted to 
its inJury to benefit any other interest ... and 
that the water communication itself must be 
distinctly held to take precedence over 
everything so ever which may come into 
opoositic,r, with it. (1) 

Kingsford's recommendation reflected his acoreciation 

c,f the primary purpose of the Rideau Navigation and the 

f u r,d arner,t al deficiencies of water supply. IY-,creasi ng 1 y, 

hc,wever, ,::,t her II i r,t erest s II did cc,me i r,t c, 11 ,::,ppos it i ol'", with it" 

and had to be accommodated. 

i. Navigation. Navigation continues to be the 
principal function of the Rideau and is the 
primary concern of its new administration, 
Parks Canada. Even though its economic role has 
atrophied, such is the volume, frequency, and 
popularity of its recreational use that the 
maintenance of sufficient water levels and the 
11 protection of r,av i gat i or, 11 is as i mpc,rt ar,t as 
ever. 

11. Power. The nineteenth century development of 
water powered manufacturing sites along the 
Rideau witnessed the expansion of grist and 
lumber mills as well as a diverse range of 
manufactories. These have gone. The hydraulic 
generation of electric power continues, 
however, and the Gananoque Electric Light and 
Water Supply Company generates approximately 
one third of its demand at its three stations 
in the Cataraqui basin and one in the Gananoque 
basir,. (2) The tc,tal demar,d f,::,r water, together 
with the seasonal and hourly timing of these 
demands, continue to be problems in the 
effective management of the Rideau waters. 

iii. Wildlife. Effective management of water 
supply throughout the Rideau requires and often 
results in fluctuations in water levels 
throughout the reservoir lakes and along the 
distributories. These can disrupt, directly and 



indirectly, the local ecosystems with severe 
impacts upon many species of animals and fish. 
This too needs to be minimized as much as 
possible by coordination with other users and 
the principal regulating authority. 

iv. Urban Demands. With greater dependence upon 
exogenous sources of electric power, the urban 
demand for water has diminished. Communities 
throughout the Rideau Corridor still rely on 
the Rideau for potable water and constitute 
another user. Such are the demands, however, 
that they pose no maJor pressure. 

v. Recreation. From a surprisingly early date, 
recreation seekers have used the Rideau 
Corridor for recreational purooses. Initially, 
as travellers along the line using the 
~assenger steamers, their 
indistinguishable from those 

were 
of navigatic,n. 

Later, with the emergence of residentia! 
resc,rts, albeit f,:,r limited numbers, fishing, 
boating, and hunting was introduced, especially 
in the Jones' Falls to Poonamalie section. 
Later, the advent of smaller pleasure craft in 
large numbers ensured the continued ooeration 
of the system and at a time when the commercial 
usage was decl inir,g. The mc,st recer,t, user, 
the seasonal cottager has introduced another 
party interested in water levels as these 
control the quality of the recreational 
er,v i rc,r,ment. 

vi. Residents. After over 150 years of living in 
close association with the waters of the 
Rideau, farmers and other shoreline residents 
are now familar with, if not reconciled to, the 
vagories in levels and variations in supply of 
the Rideau waters. 

It is no wonder, therefore, that the Rideau has come to 

be cor,cei ved of as a multifunctional system serving the 

diverse interests of its host society. Navigation, hydraulic 

pc,wer, urbar, ut i 1 it i es, recreation, and ecology are matters 

of concern to administrators of the waters. That these 

inc 1 ude r,ot only Parks Canada, but also the Ministry of 

Natural Resources, various Municipal authorities and utility 

cc,mpar, i es, two Conservation Authorities (Rideau Valley and 
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Cataraqui}, and several other agencies and associations is 

some measure of the diverse use to which the Rideau Canal is 

put in the 1980's. The officers of the Ordnance would, no 

doubt, have been appalled. 
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