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Introduction 

This report is divided into two general sections. Part One describes the 
initial construction and the subsequent maintenance of the canal struc­
tures and buildings. Each of the three lock stations, Smiths Falls com­
bined, Smiths Falls detached and Old Slys, are examined separately. Part 
Two of the report concerns the economic activit ies related to the canal. 
The large number of businesses in Smiths Falls associated with the Rideau 
requires some organization of their history. The second section of the 
report is divided into five basic periods of economic development. Within 
each of these chronological periods, secondary themes of local economic 
activities are examined. Although each of these parts stands as an in­
dependent study, the relationship between the general economic develop­
ments and the individual lock stations should not be overlooked. The 
amount of money spent upon the maintenance of the stations, as well as 
the types of buildings erected, is clearly linked to the significance of 
the Rideau Canal to the local economy. 

Criteria for distinguishing between periods of development in Smiths 
Falls was based upon the economic significance of particular local events 
rather than general historic developments on a provincial or national 
level. The f i rs t period of development extends from 1832 until 1858. The 
town of Smiths Falls begins i ts history with the completion of the canal. 
For the following twenty years, i t is dependent upon the canal for trans­
portation and i ts industrial development based upon the abundant water 
power of the river. This situation is changed in 1858 when the f irs t ra i l ­
way locomotives of the Brockville and Ottawa Railway were transported up 
the canal to Smiths Falls. The second period extends from 1859 to 1885 and 
is characterized by the growing importance of railways to the local economy. 
Local industry is s t i l l concentrated along the canal, which continues to 



13 

exert considerable inf luence, but the dominance o f the Rideau gradually 

wanes un t i l railways assume the f i r s t p r i o r i t y in local growth patterns. 

The decision to make Smiths Fal ls the eastern d iv is ional point of the 

Canadian Paci f ic Railway in 1885 dist inguishes the second and th i rd pe­

riods of development. The th i rd period extends from 1886 un t i l 1923. I t 

i l l u s t r a t e s the continuation of the themes begun in the second period. 

The canal plays a secondary role in the local economy, although industry 

located on i t s banks is s t i l l s i gn i f i can t to the local economy. The nature 

of that industry, however, i s s i gn i f i can t l y d i f f e ren t from the nrecpdino 

period to warrant separate examination. 

The f i na l two periods of development concern the decline of the 

economic signi f icance of the Rideau to Smiths Fa l l s . The fourth period ex­

tends from 1924 u n t i l 1954. I t is defined by the 1923 closure of the Wood 

g r i s t m i l l , which was the las t of i t s kind in town, and the closure of the 

Frost and Wood agr icu l tu ra l implement factory in 1954. As the largest and 

oldest company on the canal banks, the Frost and Wood f i rm 's decline ends 

the indust r ia l s igni f icance of the canal area. The f ina l period from 1955 

un t i l 1978 is characterized by the growth of park land along the canal. 

Although plans for recreat ional development had been underway since the 

1920's, i t is only in the las t twenty years that such development has had 

p r i o r i t y . 

Each of these f i ve periods Includes a great deal of information, and 

to f a c i l i t a t e the understanding of the economic h is tory , each period is 

discussed in two chapters. The f i r s t chapter of each period presents a 

thematic overview of the years examined and relates these developments to 

the growth of Smiths Fa l l s . The second chapter for each period describes 

the various industr ies in detai l and elaborates upon the themes in the 

preceding chapter. Industries are divided according to lock stat ion and 

then by type of a c t i v i t y such as lumber or metal industr ies. The exception 

to th is rule is the industry a t the combined locks owned by Abel Ward and 

William Simpson. Because of the par t icu lar importance of these men in local 

h is tory , the i r m i l l s are discussed separately, and the i r tenants are also 

discussed in one sect ion. Each of the detai led chapters on economic de­

velopment follows th is pattern. 
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The sections on the lock stat ions themselves were not divided into 

major periods, although paral le ls between economic developments and these 

structures were pointed out when s i gn i f i can t . Each of the lock stat ions 

fol lows the same pat tern. After a descript ion of the o r ig ina l construc­

t ion of the works and the a c t i v i t i e s immediately related to i t , each of 

the major canal buildings and engineering structures is described sep­

arate ly . 

The l im i ta t i ons and errors of th is study w i l l be for the reader to 

decide, but a general comment upon the basic thesis of th is report is not 

out of place. This study attempts to show that the town of Smiths Fal ls 

grew as a resu l t of the Rideau Canal, but through the e f fo r ts of local 

mi l le rs and i ndus t r i a l i s t s rather than public po l icy . In f a c t , the rapid 

expansion o f the town was made in opposit ion to the plans of the Royal 

Engineers. The exp lo i ta t ion of the water power o f the canal for indust r ia l 

purposes did not become public pol icy u n t i l the 1860's. By that t ime, 

most of the power si tes at Smiths Fal ls were occupied and th is ea r l i e r de­

velopment of the town no doubt contributed to i t s success in la te r years. 

This indust r ia l a c t i v i t y made a much greater contr ibut ion to the local 

economy than the commercial a c t i v i t i e s , but by i t s e l f could not insure 

continued prosper i ty . Late nineteenth-century development was the resu l t 

of the Canadian Paci f ic Railway's involvement in the local economy. By 

the end of the F i r s t World War, changing technology and economic con­

di t ions contributed to the decline of the canal banks as an indust r ia l 

area. This economic decline of the area allowed for the growth of park 

land along the Rideau. In the l as t twenty years, this has become the 

major thrust of local improvements. 

The above arguments suffer in two ways. Because of the terms of 

reference for th is study which emphasized buildings rather than commer­

c ia l t rade, the research col lected for th is project may have been biased 

in favour of industry to the detriment of commercial a c t i v i t i e s . This 

does not a f fec t the basic argument of the ea r l i e r years of the canal 

when commercial a c t i v i t i e s were important, but once the volume of trade 

declined, i t is d i f f i c u l t to state the marginal influence such trade had 

on the local economy. The influence of the trade in the la ter years might 

have been underestimated. Another d i f f i c u l t y arises with the las t chap-
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ters on economic development. Because of the declining significance of 

the canal related industry to the local economy, it is difficult to 

assess the role these industries played in the general decline of local 

economic power. 

The second limitation is one which affects every study confined 

by strict geographic boundaries. While the study can relate the growth 

of the town to the canal, the relationship between the growth of Smiths 

Falls and the surrounding region of eastern Ontario was difficult to 

assess. This was compounded by the fact that much of the history of 

Smiths Falls was influenced by the Canadian Pacific Railway which had 

national influence. Until the precise nature of the railway industry and 

the.local economy can be studied, the history of the town remains in­

complete. 

The exploration of such questions would have made for a much more 

enlightening report, but the following chapters present a full study of 

the relationship between Smiths Falls and the Canal. It is hoped this 

will provide a basis for further investigations. 
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Part One History of the Lock Stations 
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Smiths Fal ls Combined Locks 

Construction 

The Smiths Fal ls combined locks consist of a series of three locks, a 

waste weir and a stone dam. They were the major works in th is area under­

taken during the construction o f the canal. The detached lock is si tuated 

above the combined locks and Old Slys locks below. The f a l l s which the 

locks were required to overcome was the source of water power fo r the 

early m i l l s of the town, and as a resu l t the locks are now located in 

the centre o f town. 

When the or ig ina l surveyors came to Smiths Falls in order to lay 

out the best route to overcome the f a l l s , they were not encouraged with 

the task before them. John Mactaggart wrote, 

To the minds of people accustomed to canal l ing business, these 

Fal ls become as appall ing an object as any that is to be met 

w i t h : they f a l l over beds of hard bastard marble rock, 36 

feet in less than one quarter of a mi le . At th is place there 

are numbers of islands formed by snies winding around the 

F a l l s . 1 

Another t r ave l l e r described a "series of rapids in which many low green 
2 

and rocky islands abound", ihe main problem was not the actual height 

of the f a l l s , but the f issured nature of the rock which made i t d i f ­

f i c u l t to contain the water behind dams and embankments. 

The o r ig ina l scheme o f construct ion, which la te r had to be aban­

doned, was described in deta i l in Mactaggart's report to Col. By. 

Between one of these [islands]and the west bank of the r i v e r , 

we propose a dam of 23 fee t ; th is dam is d i rec t l y in the 

middle o f the rap id , and nearly opposite to Rykert's Store: 

96 feet a t bottom, 200 a t top, w i l l be the length of the dam. 
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The dam is proposed to check the water oozing through the 

f issures a t the above rocky is land, and to throw the water 

over the F a l l s , so that the s t i l l - w a t e r above may be deepened 

2 feet 7 inches, and also that the snie immediately behind 

the island may be f i l l e d with water; fo r in th is place we pro­

pose three locks of 11 fee t 2 inches l i f t each, the dam form­

ing the waste-weir to the same. 

The width of the Rocky Is land, from dam to snie, i s 29Q 

fee t , and of height su f f i c i en t f o r the dam. The snie has low 

banks of 420 feet on i t s east s ide, which w i l l require a stone 

embankment, so as to get above the rapid from wing wall to 

upper lock , and save Ward's Farm from inundation. At the bot­

tom, the rock is of a shelving nature, doing away with the 

necessity of having inverted arches: indeed, few arches seem 

to be necessary throughout the whole work. The f i r s t l ock -p i t 

w i l l have to be escavated seven, the second two fee t : the bot­

tom of the t h i r d is f i v e feet above the l eve l . Considerable 

backing-in and reta in ing wing-wall work are required about the 

Hornet's Snie - we denominate i t so from the trouble these i n ­

sects gave us; while pat ient ly measuring and surveying we were 

severely stung, yet th is snie could not be los t s ight of : i t s 

average width is 60 fee t , i t s banks, a t lower end, are 20 fee t , 

and width 80 fee t . The banks of the Rideau, opposite, the mouth 

of the snie, are 86 fee t , and the mouth is 220 fee t , beneath a 

s a w m i l l . This m i l l i s 150 feet beneath the end of the proposed 

dam, being nearly between the Saw-mill Dam and the saw m i l l . We 

are thus par t icu lar as the dam to be b u i l t nearer the m i l l would 

destroy i t , and i f far ther up the stream, the water would get 
3 

out of the snie behind i t . 

At the t ime, Mactaggart's plan was accepted because i t was a much better 

a l te rnat ive than the ear ly proposal to bui ld a three mile canal around the 

f a l l s through a d i f f i c u l t t e r r a i n , "with rock that defies the strength of 
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of gunpowder or crow-bars to remove i t , and would weary the British 
4 

treasury with expense". 

Mactaggart's plan did not call for any detached lock above the 
three combined locks or a separate waste weir channel. The Hornet's 
snie was the present waste weir channel. Such a proposal was much 
simpler than the locks and dam which were eventually built. While the 
plan was theoretically sound, further studies of the local situation 
turned up some practical problems which led to the abandonment of this 
scheme (See Figures 2 and 14). 

Keeping this basic change in the plans of the works in mind, i t is 
possible to describe the details of construction. The contractors at 
Smiths Falls were Rykert, Simpson and Company who were also known as 

Rykert, Simpson and Adams. The contract was signed on 10 May 1827 and 
5 

work commenced shortly after that. Most of the supervision of the con­
struction was done by Mr. Rykert and James Simpson, who later bought 
land around the locks and engaged extensively in milling. Adams did not 
appear to take an active part in the operations. 

In July 1827, Col. By ordered John Burrows and a party of men to 
lay out the line of the Rideau Canal. By 27 July, the Burrows party made 
their way to the isolated construction si te . His diary recorded, 

Saturday 27 
...Arrived at the head of Smiths Falls about Dark much fa­
tigued, wet and hungry - pitched our tent and reposed for 
the night. 
Sunday 
On inspecting our provisions found i t much injured by the 
rain and stray from the rapids, spread i t to dry (the bis­
cuits was not well baked). Mr. Mactaggart s t i l l quite un­
well from the curious alement [sic] he has on him. Saw Mr. 
Rykert who has got a long line of cutting done and some 
grubbing - saw a quarry he has just opened on the NW side of 
Smiths Falls near the Mill. The (stone goods?} not look well. 

By August, Rykert had grubbed a s t r ip 80 feet wide along Hornet's snie 
and half cleared the remaining area along the canal. 
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The f i rs t major work that the contractors attempted was the main 
dam between the north shore of the river and Jason Island. When Burrows 
was laying out the line of the canal he recorded, 

The situation of the Dam being a l i t t l e above the head of the 
head of the locks there will be required a wing wall on the N 
side sweeping round to the Dam on the Island - for the neces-
ary Puddle...there is good clay and sufficient supply to be 
had at Mr. Clmsteads farm near the head of the Locks - about 
^ of a mile distance. 

By December 1827, i t was reported that the Smiths Falls s i te , as well as 
other lock stations, "have been extensively opened and a quantity of cut 
stone prepared for the Locks and Cuts at these stations are in a forward 

9 
state of progress". This quarry at Smiths Falls appeared to be one source 

of the stone used in construction. An early traveller on the canal re­
marked, "Limestone of very hard quality abounds here, which will answer 
to construct the works with, but will be difficult to cut and dress". 
The hardness of this rock apparently impressed most canal authorities 

11 and John Mactaggart referred to the "long ledges of Plutonic rock" 
he encountered during his init ial survey. 

By January 1828, Rykert and Simpson were well into construction. 
The official report on progress stated, 

Dam 23 feet high with considerable side walls, contracted for 
by Messrs. Rykarts and Co., these works are proceeding rapid­
ly, they have cleared the land, quarried a large quantity of 
good stone, and have the Dam more than two thirds built, the 
side walls to retain the water for i ts level are in a forward 
state. 

Troubles with the work soon appeared, however, which would eventually lead 
the Engineers to abandon the original plan. In October 1828, N.H. Baird's 

field notes recorded, 
Smiths Falls - Met Rycart and with Col. By and Mr. Burrows 
inspected Dam. Col. found great fault with stuff being re­
moved from face of Dam and he had formerly given 

orders none should be removed, to which Rykarts replied he 
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had not removed any since Dam having been o f f a t 

present height and now further raised makes Cnd. Com. Col. 

By proposed to pull up some stones to break land. Went along 

reta in ing wall which does not appear high enough. Went into 

Houses and warned them they might be f looded. Proposes Embt. 

from End of Dam to Knoll - but I remarked the ground f e l l 

away beyond, a t which Col. By order me on my return to make 

an inspection and see what Land would be flooded or what Em-
13 

bankment requ is i te . 

The early plan for the dam and three locks were unsuitable because they 

would f lood a great deal of land, as well as put pressure on the local 

rock s t ructure. 

When Baird returned in November, he and Rykerts examined the south 

side of the Rideau River and found tha t , "the whole up to Rapids nothing 

but a confused mass of Rocks with wide chasms by which the Water 

escapes in spring f loods , which would seem an [objection?] to burthen 
14 

th is with the pressure of water". The crevassed nature of local rock 

formations would not only leak a great deal of water, but i t was always 

possible that i t would cause the works to give way. With the ex is t ing 

plan, there seemed to be no a l te rna t i ve . Later in November Baird, 

Lieutenant Pooley and Mr. Frome held meetings to discuss the problem, 
15 which Baird noted "seems rather a puzzler". 

During the fo l lowing year, the Royal Engineers decided to abandon 

the or ig ina l plan of construct ion. The problems created by the rock st ruc­

ture and increased f looding of land proved too d i f f i c u l t to solve. The 

f i n a l plan of the combined locks was summarized by Col. By in his Apr i l 

1830 report to the Br i t i sh Government on addi t ional expenses incurred in 

the canal construct ion. 

On taking fresh levels and more care fu l ly examining the 

Country than was possible to do pr ior to forming the plan 

and Estimate approved of by the Committee, i t was ascertained 

that the surmounting of the to ta l r ise of 33 % feet by placing 

three locks in the Hornet's snie as at f i r s t proposed was im­

pract ical ar is ing from ine low nature of the Banks of the 


