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Reorientation, 1886-1923

When the Canadian Pacific Railway decided to locate their eastern divi-
sional point at Smiths Falls in 1885, it caused future economic develop-
ment to focus around railway transportation rather than canal transport-
ation. The economic activities associated with the canal continued during
this period, but the overall trend among them was decline. The purchase
of the Wood's Mills by the Town of Smiths Falls in 1923 marked the end of
the canal as a significant economic factor.

The main developments of this period fall into two categoriés. With
the development of local utilities, which replaced the declining industrial
concerns along the canal, municipal ownership became a new factor in the
conflict between local industrial development and the Department's policy
to maintain the canal as a transportation route. Where the canal authori-
ties had previously been in conflict with Tocal millers, they found them-
selves dealing more and more with the municipally operated electric and
water utilities. The second development during this period was the re-
orientation of the canal area from an industrial site to one for recreat-
ion. The growth of boating, along with the establishment of local parks,
pointed to new themes of development for the canal area.

The fundamental change in the way in which the canal was to be used
by Tocal residents was clearly evident by the way in which local boosters
portrayed their town. During these years, Smiths Falls made an effort to
attract outside developers to the town. Their most successful publicity
tactic was to arrange for a feature story on the town's potential in the
Toronto Globe. On 19 December 1892, two representatives of that newspaper
presented themselves before the Town Council. They asked for Council's co-
operation in "writing up" Smiths Falls. In exchange for a pledge to pur-
chase one thousand copies, the Toronto Globe Company would report the be-



256

nefits of Smiths Falls as a site for development. The Council agreed and
on 23 January 1893, a four page report, complete with pictures, appeared
in the glggg.l

The resulting story was useful not only because it provided infor-
mation on various economic activities in the town but because it illus-
trated the image that local representatives wished to project. Within an
overall scheme of development, the Rideau Canal had a clearly defined
role. The Canal was briefly mentioned as an auxiliary trade route to the
CPR, but another potential was dealt with at length.

In summer the scenery on the Rideau canal and Rideau lakes,

nine miles up from here, is most varied and attractive, and

it is not too sanguine a prophecy to look forward to a time,

in the early future, when the lovely lakes of central Canada

will be the Mecca of those seeking health and leisure. Here

there are to be found good salmon and bass fishing in the

lakes and scenery equal to the Thousand Islands in the St.

Lawrence.2
The pastoral side of the Rideau Lakes area had really not been exploited
until this time. The major emphasis on development had always been in-
dustrial and commercial. The town's economy was concentrated along the
canal, and earlier accounts stressed the unused potential of the water
power. By the 1890's, however, the canal system was seen as an escape from
the pressures of urban and industrial life, and this was a theme which
would continue to grow in the future.

Before discussing some of the early details of such development, it
is necessary to examine the changes in the established land uses. During
the last quarter of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the
twentieth century, industry in Smiths Falls, as elsewhere, was undergoing
some basic changes. The small, often family-owned, businesses were being
replaced by larger and more industrialized companies. By the end of this
period, most of the major figures in the development of local industry
would be dead. Alexander Wood, after a successful career in agricultural
machinery, would become a large miller in town, with the erection of the
Woods Mil11 buildings on the site of Abel Ward's earlier mills. By 1923,
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Wood would have been dead almost thirty years and his mills no longer in
operation. Charles and Francis Frost both died before 1920, and the Frost
and Wood factory taken over by the Cockshutt family of Brantford. William
Frost, founder of the Malleable Iron Works, died in the early 1920's. With
the passing of these men, a new economic order emerged.

The extent of this change is best illustrated by an examination of
the statistics of industrial development between 1881 and 1911. Table
No. 3 sunmarizes the changes.

Table No. 3. Smiths Falls Industries, 1881-1911

Year No. of Invested Capital No. of Salaries Product
Establishments (in §) Employees  (in §) (in §)

1881 33 274,533 399 86,381 363,415

1891 91 899,635 627 236,196 966,355

1901 11 2,164,003 793 376,500 1,397,075

1911 13 4,243,500 958 592,887 1,680,909

Source: Census of Canada, 1901, 19113

The table indicates a number of developments. The growth between 1881 and

1891 was quite dramatic and probably suggested the increase in business due
to the coming of the CPR. By 1901, the growth in all areas increased, though
at a slower rate. The one area in which therewas a dramatic decline was the
number of industrial establishments. After soaring by almost three times in
the decade between 1881 and 1891, the number of industrial establishments

recorded by the census dropped from ninety-one to eleven. Yet during the de-
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cade from 1891 to 1901, the totals for invested capital, salaries, product
value and the number of employees actually continued to increase. By the
turn of the century, an increased proportion of the town had become depen-
dent on a few large factories. The three major industrial concerns in town
were Frost and Wood, the CPR railway yards and the Malleable Iron Works.
By 1901, several of the smaller factories which surrounded the canal banks
had ceased to be recorded. There was no actual decline in the various ca-
tegories of economic growth. The figures for 1911 show a healthy increase
in industrial production, and jobs. The nature of industrial growth, how-
ever, had undergone some significant changes.

To complement these changes in the industrial situation, the local
boosters were willing to improve the transportation facilities of Smiths
Falls, both by rail and canal. In February 1889, about 670 local residents
signed a petition asking the federal government to consider the enlarge-
ment of the Rideau Canal. Similar petitions were received from Hull and
Ottawa.4 Nothing came of these petitions, but their existence illustrated
the continuing belief in the canal as a local transportation route. Setting
aside the problems with supplying water for the original canal, any plan to
rebuild the waterways was doomed to failure because the eXpenditure could
never be justified in economic terms. The old canal could handle all the
traffic of the 1880's. As long as the improvements did not cost the cit-
izens of Smiths Falls anything, they were willing to support such ideas.
Coal continued to be brought into town by canal until the 1920's. The local
steamboats were the only way for several cottagers to reach the summer
homes in the Rideau lakes until the CNR built its railway line in 1914.
Yet neither of these uses could justify the expansion of the canal.

While the canal's importance to the town was eclipsed by the CPR line,
this did not signal the rapid decline of the volume of trade on the Rideau.

5

Edward Bush's study on the commercial navigation of the canal pointed out
that the new railway stimulated the carrying trade for a number of years,
especially in bringing coal from Oswego to Smiths Falls. As a secondary
transportation route, the canal continued to fulfill a necessary function.
As Bush remarked,

In the latter days of the Rideau as a commercial route, its
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forwarding trade fell victim to technological and regional

economic change, a demise delayed, however, until the out-

break of the 1914-18 War. Indeed the quarter-century pre-

ceeding this watershed in the world's history witnessed high

levels of traffic, passenger and freight aiong the Rideau.

Indeed it may be said that the Rideau in the waning days of

peace shared in the reviving national prosperity of the late

Victorian and Edwardian eras.6
While this was true, one must look at this continuation of trade within a
larger framework. By their actions, the Town Council also exhibited the
desire to improve rail communications and were willing to back it with
public funds. The Council realized that the trade of the canal was Timited
in type and tonnage while better railway links could aid industrial ex-
pansion.

Municipal funds were pledged towards better railway connections, but
several of thé schemes never went beyond the planning stages. In May 1886,
the Town Council passed a motion to assist the Ontario and Quebec Railway
Company by a grant of land and right of way and to issue debentures for
$ 25,000 if they would pass through Smiths FaHs.7 In December 1888, a
second by-law was passed granting the same amount to the Kingston, Smiths
Falls and Ottawa Railway. When completed, the railway was to run one pas-
senger train and one freight train from Smiths Falls dajly. A railway shed
and station were also planned for the town. The original agreement called
for the completion of the 1ine in five years but annual extensions were
granted as late as 1896.8 The City of Ottawa backed the rajlway and grant-
ed a $ 100,000 bonus in January 1893.9 The proposed distance of this i11-
fated 1ine was ninety-two miles, but it never reached Smiths Falls.

Further efforts to improve railway facilities were made in 1897 when
the Council backed the Smiths Falls, Rideau and Southern Railway's apnlic-
ation for a charter. In explaining their support, the Council stated that
it believed, "the construction of this Railway will be of very great bene-
fit to the Town, and to the section of country through which it passes“.10
Later, permission was given to use one of the streets to lay track. The
lack of success the Council had 1in their attempt to secure a second rail
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line to the town indicated the instability of local railways. The CPR con-
tinued to be the main Tlink between the town and outside markets. These
ventures were still significant, however, because they showed the willing-
ness of the local residents to improve railway connections in order to
attract more industrial development.

Smiths Falls continued to be a market centre for the local farmers
during this period. A market building was erected by the Town Council in
the early 1890's to serve as a focus for agricultural trade. A more am-
bitious project organized in town was the annual poultry fair held every
December. Dressed turkeys and other fowl were sold to American and
Canadian dealers for the New York and Boston mar*kets.]'1 The annual fair
was viewed by the local residents as an example of the potential of Smiths
Falls. As one observer wrote,

It shows plainly that our town can be a great market centre

and it only depends on the spirit with which we enter into

the project. We have the country, we have the shipping facil-

ities, and we have the people, and I am convinced that we have

the experience and pluck to carry it out.12
In 1896, over ninety-seven tons of poultry were shipped by the CPR. Packing
crates for the poultry were made by William Steele or the Beckett Brothers.13
The fair was more than just a benefit to local farmers; it benefitted loc-
al industry as well.

This fair was not without its problems. During the 1896 fair, a com-
bination was formed among the buyers to drive down the selling price. Two
of the buyers were later discovered to have used improper weights. The
reputation of the fair suffered as a result of these irregularities, but
the Town Council appointed two inspectors to prevent further difficulties.

The success of the turkey fair did not coincide with a general in-
crease in agriculture. Indeed, Edward Bush, in his Commercial Navigation
on the Rideau Canal, 1832-1961, pointed out that farming in the area was

14

declining.
In the Rideau corridor, however, with the exception of dairy
farming, agriculture turned more upon sma]]—sca1e»genera1 and
subsistence farming, with those regions of shallower and less
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fertile soil reverting to scrub bush.15

Bush's observation on the entire corridor was reflected in the closure of
the local grist mills during this period. Competition from the larger flour
mills no doubt contributed to the decline of mills serving a 1imited mar-
ket. The abandonment of grain crops would increase the number of farmers
relying on Tivestock and supplying the annual poultry fair.

The strongest contribution of the canal to the local economy, its
industry, also began to leave the canal banks. Part of this change was
reflected in the development of local utilities. Adam Foster began the
water-works system in Smiths Falls and by 1890, the municipal authorities
took over this operation. By 1917, the town established a Commission to
operate the two private electric power stations along the Canal, the Cit-
izen's Electric Company at the detached lock and the Smiths Falls Electric
Company at 01d Slys rapids. By the end of the First World War, the Tocal
utilities comnissions were more involved with the canal water power than
any private individual.

Though the water power of the river became part of the water and
electric services of the town, this did not stop the basic conflicts over
water control which originated with the canal's construction. The only
difference in these conflicts was that the question of water supply be-
came part of the confrontation between municipal and federal governments.
The minor problems involving the use of extra stop-logs or the temporary
shutdown of the water power due to canal repairs continued, but the basic
conflict involved much more than these technical issues.

The problem caused by the use of water for the local utilities as well
as transportation requirements came to a head in 1916. In October, the May-
or of Smiths Falls, J.F. Montgomery, raised the matter of water shortages
in Council. Having just been through a typhoid epidemic, local authorities
were worried that low water levels in the canal would lead to the contam-
ination of the local water supply. Along with this concern over public
health there was a suspicion that the W.C. Edward Company mills in New
Edinburgh were taking more water than others on the canal. These mills had
received special ministerial permission to use as much water as necessary.
The fear of public safety combined with the hint of politicai favour
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prompted the local Council to complain to the canal authorities.16

Unfortunately, there was 1ittle the Department could do. The dry
weather during the year had Towered the Rideau Lakes system as much as the
water used by the W.C. Edward Company, but the main reason for the low wa-
ter at Smiths Falls resulted from the activities of the local electric
companies and mills. Because of this, the Basin was often siX to eighteen
inches below the accepted level in the mor'm'ng.17 Superintendent Phillips
suggested that this was not an uncommon occurrence and the criticism of
the Town Council stemmed primarily from a suspicion of favouritism.

As stated above, their [sic] appears to be a great feeling of

resentment amongst the people concerned in Smith's Falls, be-

cause the Edwards people are furnished with water, and I vent-

ure to state if it were not for this reason, the matter would

not have been taken up as it has been: because the same sit-

uation has occurred many times in the past, and nothing much
has been said.18
While this particular complaint appeared to be launched for that reason,
Phillips realized the nature of the situation. In writing to local M.P.,
A.E. Hanna, Phillips stated,

It seems to me that the various corporations of towns along

the Rideau should bear in mind that these dams erected for

Canal purposes are intended to be used for canal purposes

primarily; but complaints are made year after year, if we

discharge or withhold water to suit the requirements of nav-

igation, if such manipulation of the water conflicts in any

manner with what the Corporation consider they require for

their own purposes.

We endeavour in every way possible to combine the navigation

requirements with the interests of those Corporations, but

we cannot always do so, try as we may.19
The situation was one of long standing and without an easy solution.

Four years later, the Town again complained of the water levels but
Tittle could be done by the Department without seriously affecting the nav-
igation of the Canal. This continual problem was partly caused by the Town's
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unwillingness to update their facilities. When the waterworks were first
built by Adam Foster in the 1880's, he drew his water from the flume be-
side his mill. In the next forty years, the increased population of the
town put a heavier demand on this system. By extending their intake pipe
into deeper water or by repairing some of the leaking dams around Jason

20 Instead,

Island, the Waterworks Commission could have conserved water.
the Commission followed a policy of continued expansion of their water
rights by purchasing the Wood's mill property.

The arguments over water rights illustrated the continuation of cert-
ain problems throughout the history of the Rideau Canal in Smiths Falls.

By the twentieth century, however, there was 1ittle either side could do
to alleviate the conflicting water uses. The 1imited capacity of the Canal
to provide electrical or water services was something municipal officials
had to acknowledge.

The second major development during this period was the establish-
ment of Victoria Park along the canal at Smiths Falls. In 1897, the Hor-
ticultural Society of Smiths Falls applied for a lease on all the canal
reserve south of the canal in order to turn it into a public park. The
Department could not allow all the land to be leased but did give the
society permission to beautify the areas with trees and flowers between
the combined and detached Tocks. The lease was granted, however, only on
certain conditions. As usual, the Department retained the right to use any
of the land determined necessary for canal maintenance. The lease also gave
permission for boatmen navigating along the canal to have access to the
property and shippers to have the right to pile materials to be shipped
along the canal. The second condition indicated that parkland was a third
rate priority behind canal maintenance and canal commerce. The land leased
to the Horticultural Society was never requested as a location for indus- -
try and that was probably one reason why the authorities granted the Tease.
Another area reserved by the authorities was a plot of ground used by Lock-
master Richey as a garden. It contained two fountains and Richey was said
to have spent over $ 800 on its deve]opment.21

The creation of Victoria Park increased the involvement of the Tlocal
municipal government in the canal area. The Corporation of Smiths Falls






