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/Abstract 

In the summer of 1978 an inventory of historic structures in 

the vicinity of lock stations along the Trent-Severn 

Waterway was compiled. Field investigations were combined 

with archival research to provide a visual and written record 

of extant structures of historic significance. The more 

important features have been detailed in this report. 

The photographs and descriptions of heritage structures 

are preceded in the report by an analysis of their overall 

significance. Using subjective judgment which emphasized 

canal related features six geographic divisions of the 

waterway were ranked according to the significance of their 

historic structures. In order of importance the sectors are: 

the Otonabee River, Balsam Lake to Lake Simcoe, the 

Kawarthas Lakes, the upper Trent River, the lower Trent 

River, and the Severn River. Moreover, individual structures 

were singled out for their engineering significance or their 

importance as representative of particular themes. 
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Preface 

This report was prepared from a larger inventory of historic 

structures along the Trent-Severn Waterway. The purpose of 

the inventory was to identify structures of historic 

interest to support planning and interpretation efforts 

along the waterway. Judgment of heritage significance was 

based on engineering and architectural features as well as 

historic associations. 

In preparing this inventory the focus of the work was on 

structures in the immediate vicinity of lock stations. This 

approach was taken in recognition of the priority need for 

information on structures directly related to the story of 

the waterway as a transportation route. In this way the 

scope of the research was limited to dimensions appropriate 

to a study of four months duration. Of course many 

important structures are not immediately in the areas 

examined closely and where information on these was 

available, they were included. 

In organizing the larger inventory a geographic 

progression was followed from Trenton to Port Severn. Thus 

the reader can envisage the heritage structures which a 

boater would encounter on a trip through the system. But in 

analyzing the data collected and presenting the material in 

this report a different system is employed. Exercising 

subjective judgement, I have divided the waterway into areas 

of priority for historical preservation and interpretation 

in descending order of importance. But of course within 

each of the six areas identified there are individual 
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structures and lock station complexes which deserve special 

attention. This analysis and organization is determined 

from an historical perspective. In exercising my judgment 

I put more emphasis on structures directly linked to the 

waterway, the preservation and interpretation of which 

Parks Canada is responsible. 

This report is made up of a relatively brief analytic 

section and a much larger segment compromised of items 

selected from the original inventory. References in the 

analytic text direct the reader to these items which include 

photographs and more detailed information on specific 

structures. The photographs in this report were taken by 

the author except where otherwise indicated. 

The Trent-Severn Waterway is of prehistoric as well as 

historic significance. Before the arrival of the Europeans 

this was an important transportation route between Lake 

Huron and Lake Ontario. On or near its banks once stood the 

settlements of bands of native people. There are many 

archaeological remains of this period such as the fish 

weirs at Atherley Narrows. It was not within the scope of 

this study to include any information on prehistorical 

archaeological remains and none are mentioned here. 



Introduction 

The Trent-Severn Waterway is a through transportation route 

of 24 0 miles between Lakes Ontario and Huron. It consists 

of a series of lakes and rivers connected and made navigable 

by locks, dams and canal cuts. Begun as a government 

venture in 18 33 this waterway has been developing and serving 

Canadians in various ways many of which are still reflected 

in the physical structures which line its route. 

The history of the waterway's development as a 

transportation route is lengthy and its progress has been 

intermittent. When the first lock at Bobcaygeon was 

completed as a local improvement in 18 35 it was the initial 

step towards another inland passage for commercial shipping 

between the Great Lakes. But other financial priorities and 

conflicting uses of the waters interfered with its advance. 

Lock construction was sporadic until towards the end of the 

nineteenth century resulting in improvements which aided 

only interior transportation. Through most of the nineteenth 

century lumbering held sway with timber slides and dams 

strategically placed to aid communications for rafts and 

booms of logs. Not until the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries was a concerted effort made to finish 

the through route. In the meantime its supposed commercial 

potential had disappeared making way for a new role as a 

recreational waterway. 

The Trent-Severn system's importance is not limited to 

communications but extends to water power. In the early 

days it turned water wheels powering mills in the first stage 
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of industrial development. As the potential of this resource 

became better understood turbines and generators replaced the 

water wheels and bydro-electric power plants were built. Now 

the water power contributes not just to local mills but to 

the general industrial growth and social well-being of the 

province. 
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Otonabee Sector, Peterborough to Lakefield 

From the historical viewpoint the Otonabee River section of 

the waterway must be considered the most important overall 

area for preservation and interpretation. Here there are 

significant canal structures such as the Peterborough lift 

lock and older conventional locks close to original in 

method of operation and structure. As well there are 

industrial, institutional and domestic buildings near the 

waterway which illustrate the historical development of 

settlement. 

Perhaps the most impressive structural feature on the 

Trent-Severn Waterway is the Peterborough lift lock. Its 

construction between 189 6 and 1904 was a massive engineering 

task and it is still one of only several of this type of 

lock in the world. Though it was extensively rehabilitated 

in the 19 60s it retains most of its original architectural 

character. The most prominent features are its three 

towers, graced with cornices; the central tower crowned by 

the old control cabin (see Fig. 2). Decorative railings 

and grillwork enhance the essentially mass concrete structure 

(see Figs. 2 and 5). The engineering achievement is 

graphically demonstrated each time the lock operates by the 

vertical movement of the two lock chambers hydraulically 

powered by piston-like rams. A large iron plate inscribed 

with the name of a Canadian company could illustrate how 

Canadian engineering technology contributed uniquely to 

the lift lock (see Fig. 3). 

The conventional locks on the Otonabee River also have 
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important historical features. Lock No. 19 which was built 

by 184 3 was one of the first locks on the waterway and is 

the only one of its vintage still in existence. It retains 

its heritage flavour with original masonry and mechanically 

operated gates and valves (see Figs. 4, 5 and 6). The five 

locks between Nassau Mills and Lakefield can be regarded as 

the first stage of the modern development of the waterway. 

This section was completed by 1900. At least two, Nos. 22 

and 23, share the distinction claimed by the builder, of 

being the first locks in Canada to be constructed wholly of 

concrete. As in the case of Lock No. 19, the gate and 

valve opening devices at these locks are manually operated 

and the lock chambers and entrance walls are in close to 

original condition. While the mechanical valve opening 

devices on these locks are replacements for the originals, 

there is an interesting historical footnote. Locks Nos. 22 

to 25, and possibly also at Lock No. 26, the winches now in 

use for valves were salvaged from locks on the Grenville 

and Carillon canals (see Figs. 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 

and 15). 

The oldest water control side dam at lock stations in 

the Otonabee River is that at Lock No. 19 built around the 

turn of the century (see Fig. 16). The dams at Locks Nos. 

22 to 26 are concrete replacements for earlier timber 

structures and date from the 19 20s and 19 30s. But several 

of these dams do have sluices designed to facilitate the 

passage of logs, an indication of the persistence of that 

industry into the twentieth century (see Figs. 17, 18, 19, 

20 and 21). At Lock No. 2 2 there are timber cribwork remains 

of what is probably the first dam at that location (see 

Figs. 22 and 23). 

Very little of historic importance remains of buildings 

associated directly with the waterway. Of the dwelling 

houses which were once occupied by canal personnel at lock 
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stations and swing bridge crossings, only one remains, the 

bridgekeeper's house at Nassau (see Fig. 24). The foundations 

and pillars marking steps leading to entrance walks, remain 

for two other houses (see Figs. 25, 26 and 27). The lock 

control buildings are all relatively new. There is, however, 

one earlier watchhouse from Ashburnham lock which is 

presently stored in the waterway yard at Peterborough (see 

Fig. 28). 

Concerning resource development along the waterway not 

much remains of the lumbering era. At Lakefield there are 

piers above the dam which once anchored guide booms for 

early dam and log slide structures (see Fig. 29) . 

As many as eight structures are extant which relate to 

the complex story of hydro-electric development in Ontario. 

One building still existing may be the original plant which 

first supplied power to Peterborough in 1884. If so it is 

one of the earliest generating stations in North America 

(see Fig. 30). Concerning the transition from private to 

public ownership of production facilities four generating 

stations were built by private companies and later taken over 

by Ontario Hydro (see Figs. 31, 32, 33, 19 and 34). Another 

at Peterborough has recently'passed from corporate to 

municipal hands (see Fig. 35). Near Nassau Mills there is 

one generating station and the remains of another earlier 

plant. Hydro production was in private hands here from 

1902 until 1969 when Canadian General Electric donated the 

plant to Trent University (see Figs. 36, 37 and 38). 

Early industrial development is barely represented in 

this sector. Remnants of a timber cribwork dam at Peter­

borough demonstrate water control used for industrial 

purposes (see Fig. 39). An adjacent forebay, although 

partially grown over and filled in, contained water power 

to run industry before hydro-electricity (see Fig. 40). 
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