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Abstract

This report traces the modern development of the Severn River as a
transportation route, a recreational resource and a source of
hydroelectric power. The structures at Big Chute are described in some
detail as well as the historical context within which they evolved.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century lumber companies based
at Port Severn, Severn Bridge and Washago exploited the timber on the
banks of the Severn and its tributaries. In 1899 power companies began
to harness the cataracts of the river to produce hydroelectricity.
Within fifteen years power plants had been constructed at Big Chute,
Swift Rapids and Wasdell Falls, the first two of which are still in
operation.

Numbers of people began to be attracted to the Severn River as
settlers and tourists after 1850. Permanent settlement occurred for the
the most part at the eastern and western extremities of the river where
lumbering and the tourist trade became the principal economic forces.

In the later years of the nineteenth century the Severn River became
increasingly popular with urban dwellers and by the turn of the century
was known to many as a restful and unspoiled vacation spot. The coming
of the railroads, the opening of the waterway and the building of roads
made visitation more frequent in the twentieth century. Summer
residents erected cottages instead of staying at lodges. The Severn
River is now a thriving recreational area with much of the waterfront
property developed for cottages and the waterway frequently busy with
pleasure craft traffic (Fig. 1).

The Department of Railways and Canals began work on the Severn
section of the Trent Canal in 1914 intending to build locks at five
different locations linked by the natural river course and by artificial
channels, and offering two entrances to Georgian Bay. The outbreak of
the First World War with its considerable drain on labour, material and
government resources disrupted the construction effort. As a result
only one lock was completed at Port Severn in 1915. Marine railways
were installed at Big Chute in 1917 and Swift Rapids in 1919 as
temporary boat transfer systems. The government revived the canal
project after the war only to have recession force curtailment of its
plans. But in 1920 the Couchiching lock was finished opening a through
route for small boats between Lake Ontario and Georgian Bay.

The great increase in recreational boating in Canada since the
- Second World War has meant increased usage of the Trent-Severn Waterway.
However, owners of larger pleasure craft were denied through passage
from Lake Ontario to Georgian Bay because of the small marine railways
at Swift Rapids and Big Chute and they frequently voiced their
discontent. In 1965 the government replaced the railway at Swift Rapids
with a conventional lock but cancelled a similar project for Big Chute
because of ecological concerns. It was feared that access might be
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provided to Lake Simcoe for sea lamprey from Georgian Bay. Parks Canada
resolved this dilemma by authorizing construction of a new high capacity
marine railway at Big Chute which was completed in 1978.

The history of Big Chute's development over the last one hundred
years has a number of aspects interesting in themselves yet relevant to
the general story of the opening of the Severn River. Lumber drives
through Big Chute were frequent in the early years and a timber dam
existed there to assist the operation. A hydroelectric dam and power
plant were the first permanent structures built on the site. To develop
the waterway the government built part of a canal system and then
erected a marine railway for boat transfers when budget considerations
became paramount. A small permanent colony existed at Big Chute made up
of personnel working at the power plant and on the marine railways, and
their families.

Submitted for publication 1977, William Beahen, Staff Historian, RCMP
Headquarters, Ottawa.



Preface

This report was written to support planning for the development of
the Big Chute lock station. It was anticipated that the construction of
a new sophisticated marine railway system for boat transfer would
occasion increased visitor use of the facility and more public interest
in the site. Before firm plans were made to accommodate these changes
it was necessary to consider the station's structural evolution and
historical significance. Because of the lack of general historical
studies on the Trent-Severn Waterway, it was decided to accompany the
Big Chute report with a narrative history of the modern development of
the Severn River as a transportation route and resource area. In this
way the structures built at the site would be seen in their historical
context. These two complementary studies have been combined into one
report.



Introduction

Before the arrival of the Europeans in Canada and in the early days
of their settlement, the series of lakes anq rivers, which today are
linked together in the Trent-Severn Waterway, already formed a
transportation route between Georgian Bay and Lake Ontario. Travel for
the most part was by canoe or small boat requiring lengthy portages at
many points where land barriers, falls or rapids made water passage
impossible. After the turn of the nineteenth century farmers and
entrepreneurs began to settle in greater numbers north of Lake Ontario
creating a need for reliable transportation routes into and through the
interior of the province. Serious attention was paid to realizing the
potential of the existing water route by canalizing it where portages
were required.

The government began to develop the Trent-Severn as a canal in 1833
but did not achieve a through transportation route until 1920. Several
factors impeded the progress of the work including conflict between
lumbermen and other interests over the best use of the system. But in
general the delay can be attributed to the fact that though there was a
demand for the canal it never seemed imperative to the government to
finish the through waterway. The Great Lakes system was the commercial
shipping route to and from the west, and railroads and roads
accommodated other transportation. Nevertheless public pressure for the
water route continued until it was completed early in the twentieth
century. The Severn River was the last section of the canal to be
completed.



PART I DEVELOPMENT OF THE SEVERN RIVER
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The Opening of the Waterway

The Severn River, a popular recreational waterway, is not a new
transportation route. Well known to the Indians as one connection to
the interior from Georgian Bay, the Severn River was also travelled by
French fur-traders and missionaries. After the conquest of New France
by the British the route was more methodically explored. The American
Revolution created interest in a more secure military and commercial
water passage from Lake Ontario to Lake Huron, away from the border
between the United States and British North America. Early surveys by
British civil and military authorities revealed that the Severn River
with its many rapids and falls could not be easily adapted to
accommodate the larger boats. So while the building of the Trent Canal
began in 1833, it was another 80 years before work began on the Severn
sector. It did not become a through transportation route until 1920.

In the meantime the Severn River was being exploited for its
natural resources. Just after the mid-nineteenth century lumbering
companies established sawmills at the eastern and western extremities of
the river and began cutting trees in the area. Over the next forty
years most of the prime timber was removed from the banks of the
waterway. In 1899 power companies began to harness the cataracts of the
river to produce hydroelectricity. Within fifteen years power plants
had been constructed at Big Chute, Swift Rapids and Wasdell Falls.

The development of resources did not ruin the natural beauty of the
Severn River. In the wake of the lumber companies came a few
holidaymakers, the vanguard of the growing tourist industry. Attracted
to the area by the wilderness atmosphere and the abundant fish and game,
vacationers from the northern United States and southern Ontario came in
small numbers in the late nineteenth century. In more recent years
better transportation systems, more leisure time and money have made it
possible for far greater numbers of urban dwellers to visit holiday
resorts. As a result the Severn River has been heavily developed as a
vacation area.
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Lumbering Operations

Lumbering operations along the Severn River began as early as the
1830s and have continued to the present. However, the major
exploitation of the timber in this area took place from the 1860s to the
turn of the century. Sawmills were built in the west at Port Severn and
Waubaushene and in the east at Severn Bridge. No precise record exists
of the activities of lumbermen in the area but a rough chronology can be
pieced together.1

Port Severn, as the western outlet of the Severn River into
Georgian Bay, was the early sawmill centre in that area. A sawmill is
reported to have been built there in 1830 but it did not remain in
operation. Another sawmill was built around 1850 belonging to a
James Sanson who also constructed a timber dam at the site to stabilize
the water level for his mill.3 This property was purchased by Alex
R. Christie in 1857 who, in partnership with Andrew Heron, began
exploiting timber stands along the Severn River. Sometime in the
1860s, Andrew Heron sold his share in the business to Christie who
continued operations along the river together with his family.5

For the last three decades of the nineteenth century the Dodge
family of the United States and the Georgian Bay Lumber Company
dominated the lumber business on the Severn River. About 1869, Anson
G.P. Dodge, a businessman from New York State, purchased the Christie
mill at Port Severn as well as a sawmill at Waubaushene built in 1860 by
William Hall. Founding a firm under his presidency which later became
the Georgian Bay Lumber Company, Anson Dodge ran into financial
difficulties in the 1870s.® He was rescued by the timely aid of his
father W.E. Dodge who took over the business and brought in expert
labour from Pennsylvania.7 The company prospered for some time.

Timber was taken not only from the Severn River but from the shores of
Georgian Bay and points farther north and processed in mills at Port
Severn, Waubaushene, Byng's Inlet and Collingwood.8

A reorganization and consolidation of the Georgian Bay Lumber
Company in 1893 resulted in the sale of the mills at Collingwood and
Byng's Inlet. Although the Dodge family remained in charge of the firm,
several local figures were now among the principal stockholders and
executives including W.J. Sheppard, H.L. Lovering and W.E.F. Russell.
The company experienced a serious reversal in the summer of 1896 when
the large sawmill at Port Severn burned down. The mill was not rebuilt
because the company planned to operate for only a few more years along
the Severn River and it processed the lumber at Waubaushene. Finally,
in 1920, the company's more northerly timber limits were exhausted. Two
years later operations ceased completely and the Waubaushene mill was
torn down in 1925.

While operating out of Port Severn and Waubaushene the Georgian Bay
Lumber Company had considerable economic impact in the Severn River
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area. The company employed several hundred men who worked summers as
sawyers in the sawmills and winters felling timber in lumber camps. The
company's activities attracted labourers from Quebec and even from
Pennsylvania who became permanent settlers in the area. In addition,
many farmers used to work in the camps during the winter as lumberjacks
or teamsters. Numerous shanties or cabins were built by the
company along the Severn River to house its winter work crews and at
least one shanty still stands on Pretty Point between Big Chute and
Swift Rapids.l

After the Georgian Bay Lumber Company gave up lumbering on the
Severn River, another firm, F. McGibbon and Sons of Penetanguishene
obtained the rights to second cut along the waterway. Second cut timber
exploitation involved removing larger trees which had been passed over
by the original holder of timber licences because the trees were
misshapen or not easily accessible.!l The McGibbon company operated
along the river from the turn of the century to the beginning of the
1920s.12

At the east end of the Severn River several lumber companies
operated out of Washago and Severn Bridge. At Washago the first major
sawmill, built in 1853, belonged to Quetton St. Georges, son of a French
refugee from the 1789 Revolution who had returned to France after making
his fortune in Canada. Quetton had been born and raised in France but
like his father sought and found his future in Canada.l3 At Severn
Bridge W.P. Christie operated the first sawmill probably in the 1860s.
Then about 1890 the Mickle Dyment Lumber Company opened a branch of its
Gravenhurst-based lumber operation in Severn Bridge. Another early
lumbering company in the area belonged to George Carswell who had
several timber licenses along the Severn River.l These companies
cut timber along the Severn River east of Sparrow Lake Chute, along the
Black River and on the shores of Lake St. John. Moving the cut timber
from Sparrow Lake to sawmills at Severn Bridge and Washago was a tedious
operation because the logs had to be moved against the flow of the
river. Logs were either hauled across the ice by sleigh in winterld
or by water in summer in booms, rafts or scows using steam boats or
winches.

0f the major lumbering companies in the east end of the Severn
River the Mickle Dyment Company lasted the longest, continuing
operations on the Black River until the late 1920s.17 A number of
smaller sawmills have operated along the Severn River over the years.
One of these, the Gibson sawmill, at Washago was founded in 1852 and has
been in continuous operation since then.!8
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Growth of Tourism

Over the past one hundred years the Severn River has become
increasingly well known as a recreational waterway. In the latter half
of the nineteenth century the area shared with the Muskoka lakes the
initial attention of urban dwellers mostly from the northern United
States and Ontario seeking vacations closer to nature. By the early
twentieth century improvements in transportation and tourist facilities
as well as better economic conditions resulted in an escalation of
tourism in the area.! The wars and the depression interrupted this
process temporarily but activity accelerated after 1945,

The mass manufacture of dependable gasoline outboard motors for
pleasure craft has made the Severn River a busy waterway, just as the
search for cottage properties has brought residential development to its
banks.

Tourism began first in the Severn River area at the eastern end
primarily on Sparrow Lake. By 1860 a colonization road had been built
into the Muskoka territory to the north of the Severn River starting at
Washago, the head of navigation on Lake Couchiching.2 The opening
of this route attracted steamers carrying excursion parties to Washago
from Orillia and Barrie on Lake Simcoe. From Washago the travellers
could either switch to a stage—coach to continue north into the Muskoka
Lake district or_arrange to proceed by small boat down the Severn River
to Sparrow Lake., From the beginning fishing was a major attraction
for travellers to Sparrow lake. Prolonged expeditions used local guides
and set up camps on the shores of the lake.

The tourist trade flourished when railways reached the area. 1In
1872 the Northern Extension Railways completed track between Orillia and
Barrie. By 1875 it had crossed the Severn River at Severn Bridge and
pushed north into Muskoka.4 Now there was direct access to the
waterway by train and tourists from the United States and southern
Ontario began to avail themselves of the service. Taking advantage of
this development, Thomas Stanton, put the first steamboat, the
Pioneer, on Sparrow Lake. The boat picked up passengers at Severn
Bridge and deposited them at campsites around the lake.”® 1In 1884
Mr. Stanton also founded what was probably the first lodge on Sparrow
Lake. His family still operates the Stanton House at Port Stanton on
the south shore of Sparrow Lake.

Following the construction of the railway an intensive effort was
made in the urban areas of the United States and Canada to promote
tourism. One man, A.P. Cockburn, who owned steamships on the Muskoka
Lakes in the 1860s, was prominent in promoting the northern wilderness
adventure.® A brochure published in 1876 in Toronto described the
attractions of various holidays in northern Ontario. One of the routes
recommended was by boat and/or train to Severn Bridge and then by the
Pioneer steamship to Sparrow Lake for an excursion or to set up
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fishing and hunting camps.7 The excursion route which could be
extended down the Severn River was described in the same brochure, 1879,
as follows:

Proceeding down the Severn River, a splendid fishing trip

can be made following the stream through Six Mile Bay and

Gloucester Pool to its outlet in Georgian Bay, opposite

Waubaushene and Penetanguishene. There are many portages

and different rapids. The trip should not be attempted

without guides. Canoe and guide will cost about $2.00

per day.

The promotional literature evidently had its desired effect as
tourist facilities began to grow on Sparrow Lake by the 1890s. New
steamboats followed the tradition of the Pioneer transporting
passengers from Severn Bridge but now the destination was often a simple
but comfortable tourist lodge instead of tents at makeshift camps. 1In
1907 the Canadian Northern Ontario Railway was extended from Washago to
Port Stanton on Sparrow Lake and then to a crossing of the Severn River
at Ragged Rapids further west.? From the beginning this line was a
boon to Sparrow Lake tourism with up to 200 passengers per day
disembarking at Port Stanton. From there day excursions were conducted
on the lake or customers carried by steamboats to various lodges.10
The First World War naturally interrupted the flow of tourism but an
industry had been created at this end of the Severn River. By about
1910 there were 16 tourist lodges between Severn Bridge and the western
end of the lake with accommodation for 1137 guests.l

By 1916 a total of 12 steamboats had plied the waters of Sparrow
Lake since the Pioneer came into service. Some of these vessels
were quite large; the Gee Whiz, the Champion and the
Lakefield, were all licensed to carry 200 passengers.12
However, by that year, resort owners had operated eleven
gasoline-powered launches on Sparrow Lake. The era of these vessels was
just beginning. Shortly after the end of the First World War no
steamboats remained in the area; they had been rendered obsolete by
superior technology. Steamboat boilers required constant attention;
two—-man crews, plenty of cordwood, time and patience were needed for
successful operation. Gasoline motors needed far less tending.

One interesting aspect of the development of tourism on Sparrow
Lake in the nineteenth century was that, while many visitors came from
southern Ontario, a large number also came from Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. The exact reason for the connection between Pittsburgh
and Sparrow Lake has not been determined but certainly it did exist.
One of the early groups to travel to Sparrow Lake was the Iron City
Fishing club.13 A lodge still operating at the western end of
Sparrow Lake is called "Torpit.” This is a shortened version of
Toronto—-Pittsburgh, the cities of origin of most of the guests at one
time.l% Members of the Mordolphton club from Pittsburgh spent their
summers on the shores of Gloucester Pool.

Before the turn of the century most tourism had been concentrated
on the eastern end of the Severn River but expansion to the west was
imminent. In 1907 E.J. Walsh engineer in charge of surveys for the
Trent Canal recommended in a report that the Severn River become the
northern route for the waterway. He commented on the recreational
potential of the river as follows:






