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Abstract 

This report is a compilation of several reports on Kingston 

Mills prepared by the author in 1977. It examines the early 

period when Kingston Mills was a grist and sawmill centre, 

the building of the Rideau Canal and its effects on the 

locality, the significance of the military presence, the 

coming of the railway and electric power, and the relation 

of geology to the history, including the modern era when 

the area has become attractive to tourists. The main 

sources are archival records, census records and canal 

records, travelogues and directories, newspapers, maps, 

pictures, and oral interviews. 



Introduction 

Kingston Mills, Ontario, is located at the first falls on 

the Great Cataraqui River, about five miles north north-east 

of the City of Kingston, in the Townships of Kingston and 

Pittsburgh. It is an important lockstation on the Rideau 

Waterway, and also a notable hydro-electric power generating 

site. If reckoned to include some of the adjacent lands 

east and west, it can also be considered a small village 

(though not a very compact one), or a suburban extension of 

Kingston. In the past it has also been a railway depot, a 

post office, and an important saw and gristmilling centre. 

Apparently it has never been a prominent place in its own 

right, on account of its close proximity to Kingston proper, 

yet it has the distinction of being one of the oldest places 

of permanent settlement in the province. 

The Mills (1784-1905?) 

Kingston Mills, originally known as Cataraqui Falls, captured 

the attention of the British authorities as soon as they 

decided to resettle some of the Loyalist refugees from the 

former Thirteen Colonies in Upper Quebec (later Upper Canada) 

at the close of the American War of Independence in 1783, 

and meanwhile to reoccupy the site of the old French fort 

at Cataraqui - now Kingston. 

Since a gristmill and sawmill are prime requisites in 

any pioneer society, the British Governor in Montreal, 

Major-General Sir Frederick Haldimand, gave particular 
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instructions that a grist and sawmill be constructed near 

Cataraqui as quickly as possible, before the Loyalists 

moved in. (Technically this was also a legal requirement, 

since French seigneurial law then applied to all of Canada, 

and according to such law, the local seigneurs, or in this 

case, the King, had the exclusive right - and obligation -

to build mills for the settlers, and to charge rents for 

using them.) 

Haldimand's instructions were carried out, but not 

without difficulty; skilled millwrights were then in short 

supply, and so were the necessary parts and components 

(which had to be shipped in from Montreal). Furthermore, 

the winter proved very severe. The sawmill was not ready 

until the spring of 1784, and the gristmill later in the 

season. These mills were the first to be erected in 

Ontario, excepting those at Niagara, where Loyalist settlers 

had already started to move in. 

At first the Cataraqui mills looked after the needs of 

all the settlements from Cobourg to Brockville, free of 

charge, until additional mills were established at Napanee, 

Millhaven and other centres. These helped to reduce 

dependence on the Cataraqui mills, which were rather 

awkwardly located, and from which it was difficult to float 

lumber downstream and westwards on account of the prevailing 

winds. Because the Cataraqui mills were located rather far 

inland, amid indifferent to poor farming lands, no settle­

ment developed around them until the 1830's, though a road 

of sorts had been cut through the bush to link the site 

with Kingston by 1784. In addition, the government mills, 

though operated free of charge, seem to have acquired a 

reputation of being poorly run and frequently short of spare 

parts - which could not be replaced without a lot of "red 

tape". 

In 1791 the Constitutional Act abolished the old 
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seigneurial law in Upper Canada, and thus legalized the 

construction of private mills which could compete with 

the King's mills. The government mills were then leased to 

a succession of tenants, who seem to have had endless trouble 

running them profitably and keeping them in repair. In 

1794, for example, a flood swept away the mill-dam. After 

1800 the mills seem to have gone out of use, and in 1805 the 

gristmill was destroyed by fire. In 1807 the two mills were 

rebuilt by Lt. David Brass, who had petitioned for the lease 

of the property. The sawmill remained busy, especially 

during the War of 1812, when it became an invaluable adjunct 

to the navy yards and forts. It burned down in 1818, but 

was rebuilt the following year, and was still intact during 

the 1820's. The gristmill proved less successful and seems 

to have disappeared before 1826. 

Sawmilling was partially disrupted by the construction 

of the Rideau Canal locks in 1827-31 Cwhen the old dam was 

cut away), and meanwhile the government decided to repossess 

the mill. About the same time the naval authorities at 

Barriefield became interested in the sawmill, and after 

complicated negotiations secured the lease by 1830. 

However, the naval yards were closed in 1835, and though 

reopened in 1837, the sawmill seems to have gone downhill 

steadily. After 1842, reference to it ceases. 

In 1847, Col. Angus Cameron of Garden Island secured a 

new lease on the property and rebuilt the mill, along with 

(it would appear) some houses for the mill-hands. During 

the 1850's he sublet it to an American firm, Wood (or 

Blood), Bond and Company, which manufactured dressed lumber 

until the end of the decade, when the local timber-stands 

finally gave out. By 1861 the mill was abandoned. 

In 1863, Dr. Edward Smith of Smith's Falls assumed the 

lease, demolished the sawmill, and built a stone gristmill 

on its site. This mill was operated by hired hands or 
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tenants, and catered to local needs, with indifferent 

success. 

By 187 8 the lease went to John Rourk of Kingston and 

his brother, who carried on for several more years, but 

gave up during the 1880's. In 1889 Clark Hamilton of 

Kingston - afterwards collector of customs - took over the 

lease, reopened the gristmill, and ran it until 1904. By 

then various industries had become interested in harnessing 

the falls for electric power. In 190 4 the Kingston Street 

Railway Company obtained the lease from Hamilton, but 

nothing was done with the site until 1913. Meanwhile, in 

the spring of 1905 or soon afterwards, the old gristmill 

was damaged by a spring freshet, and afterwards crumbled 

away into oblivion. 

Kingston Mills Village 

As a local community, Kingston Mills seems to have developed 

very slowly. There was little settlement in the area until 

the 1810's, and the only local residents before 1826 seem 

to have been people connected with the mills. 

In 1827 construction on the Rideau Canal locks was 

started, and with this sprouted a construction camp of 

squared log huts, strung out along the road to Kingston. A 

blacksmith shop was also built. Over 300 navvies (mostly 

Irish, apparently) plus various skilled tradesmen, are said 

to have worked at the site at peak periods until 1831. The 

mortality rate was high every season except 1827, primarily 

due to malaria and accidents, but in May 1832 the first 

steamboat passed through the locks on its way to Bytown. 

The original plans called for three locks, but in 1828 

these were revised in favour of four locks, a waste weir, 

and two embankments - which in turn backed up the waters of 

the upper Cataraqui River, flooded out the swampy shallow 
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valley above the locks and created an artificial lake. 

(Since the timber in the valley was not logged out in 

advance, the lake was filled with desolate dead trees, and 

later stumps, which remained obvious until quite recent 

times.) The contractor for the works was the highly 

competent Robert Drummond, working under the supervision 

of the Royal Engineers. 

After the canal was completed, the construction camp 

dispersed and Kingston Mills was left as just a small 

scattered village with a few taverns. Some of the log huts 

and buildings were taken over by the canal staffs, while 

others were pulled down or became dwellings. Despite the 

water-power, the canal traffic - which sometimes had to 

unload at Kingston Mills if the lower Cataraqui was too 

low and shallow for steamboats to pass - and a position along 

the original road from Kingston to Montreal (opened around 

1801) , the place remained insignificant. 

During the later 19th century, activity increased a 

little. A succession of small taverns, owned by such men as 

William Blessing and Patrick Crowley in the 1850's, Joseph 

Dean and Charles Harrison in the I860's, and Henry Wilson 

and John Redmond in the 1880' s and 1890's, flourished briefly 

near the station. A post office was opened during the 

1850's, and in 1855 the Grand Trunk Railway, seeking a 

convenient place to span the Cataraqui, built its first 

bridge across the gorge over the locks. (A railway station 

called Rideau, was subsequently opened a little east of the 

locks, but seemingly the railway had little effect on the 

growth of the community.) 

Also, except during canal or rail construction, 

Kingston Mills evidently never had any stores or schools, 

and certainly no churches, though there is record of various 

tradesmen, such as barbers, butchers, nurserymen, carpenters, 

blacksmiths, millers, mariners and workmen - about what one 

would expect around an important lockstation in an 

5 



agricultural setting. The only known local industries 

(besides milling) were a potash works and a cheese factory; 

both conducted by the Byrne family on the Point Road (now 

Highway 15) in Pittsburgh Township during the 1870's. 

During the 1890's and afterwards, more commercial 

development set in, but this tended to centre at the junction 

called Cunningham's Corners (now Code's Corner), about a 

mile east of the locks. Here were built a fine stone 

church around 1886 and a succession of taverns, run by Peter 

and (later) Edward Cunningham, and such other parties as 

John Bradden, Cornelius Canning and George Berryman. More 

recently, in the 2 0th century, as motor cars became 

commoner, stores were opened at the corners. Today there 

are three of them. Two subdivisions have also sprouted near 

the intersection since World War II, and two schools. 

Kingston Mills proper has become something of a backwater. 

Also during the 1890's, if not earlier, Kingston Mills 

became a popular picnic place for Kingston and area 

residents, who usually arrived by boat or carriage. During 

the 1910's and 1820's, several private cottages were also 

built on the rocky promontory west of the locks, on leased 

government land. In 194 8 this land was sold, and the 

cottages are now being crowded out by permanent brick homes. 

For about 30 years, too, starting around 1926, the old 

miller's house east of the lockstation (still extant) was 

used as a summer boarding-house for campers and fishermen. 

Today most of the tourist traffic consists of boaters 

using the Rideau Canal. 

Additional housing developments now flank the lockstation 

on both sides. In 194 2 a subdivision was laid out between 

the road and the east dyke, on former ordnance land, and 

since the war a ribbon of new houses has been built 

west of the station, along the south side of the road. 
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The Hydro-Generating Station (1914 - ) 

The old mill site, which was leased by the Kingston Street 

Railway Company in 1904, went in 1908 to the Kingston Milling 

Company, which wanted cheap electric power for its mills in 

Kingston. After protracted negotiations with the government, 

terms for a power-station were arranged, and in 1913 the 

milling company transferred its lease to the Gananoque 

Electric Light and Water Supply Company Limited. This 

firm built a new dam and waste weir, plus a penstock and 

powerhouse, and by 1914 was generating power (then D.C.) for 

customers in Kingston, Gananoque and places between. The 

plant's capacity was doubled in 1926 as demand increased, 

and in 1976 a third unit was added. Three operators (today 

one) were needed to staff the plant, and the Company, having 

taken over the former miller's house east of the powerhouses, 

also built a second house near the falls. Both these houses 

still stand, and are leased to their present occupants by 

the Company. 

The Lockstation Buildings 

Three lockstation buildings still survive at Kingston 

Mills, and all except the lockmaster's house appear to date 

from the 19th century. The lockmaster's house, the third 

at the site, was built in 1904 on the site of the earlier 

one, and apparently both were also used as the post office. 

Numerous other defunct sheds, workshops and lockmen's houses 

are on record, but little is known of most of them. Two 

exceptions to this rule are the Hogan house and the "Lodge", 

both used by canal employees until demolished around 1958 

and 1972 respectively. 

The Military 
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Kingston Mills became important to the military authorities 

as early as the War of 1812, when the sawmill was used to 

provide lumber for warships and fortifications. In 1826-32 

this link was intensified when the Rideau Canal - built for 

military reasons - was completed from Kingston to Bytown 

(Ottawa). Immediately afterwards the present Fort Henry was 

begun to protect the navy yards and the entrance of the 

canal. (The fort was intended as one out of six to prevent 

American troops from approaching Kingston and the river 

entrance, but due to costs and changing military thinking, 

the other five redoubts - to have occupied both sides of the 

Cataraqui - were never built.) With the advent of steamships 

on the Great Lakes - which were not prone to be cornered at 

the east end of Lake Ontario by contrary winds, and which 

could be turned into armed cruisers - an attack by water 

began to seem more likely, and in 1841 an advanced battery 

mounting extra guns was added to Fort Henry, projecting 

towards the lake. 

Meanwhile the Rideau itself, always vulnerable to 

attack or sabotage, was given a few blockhouses at some of 

its more southerly stations, including Kingston Mills, though 

the complete set of blockhouses recommended by Colonel By 

was never built, for reasons of economy. The blockhouses 

were intended chiefly as arsenals and quarters for the 

militia, though in fact they might also be used as small 

forts if necessary. The Kingston Mills blockhouse, started 

in 1832 and completed no later than 1835, was usually used 

as a house for lockmen. During the Rebellion of 1837 and 

afterwards it was garrisoned by the militia, who also threw 

up roadblocks and searched the homes of suspected rebel 

sympathizers, such as the Baxter family of neighbouring 

Pittsburgh Township. This posture of defence continued 

until 1841. In later years the military function of the 

canal and works declined, though during the Oregon crisis 
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of 184 5-4 8 Cwhen the Martello towers at Kingston were built), 

the British military authorities again redoubled vigilance, 

and worked out the general strategy of withdrawing all 

garrisons (if necessary, in face of an armed invasion) towards 

the Rideau Canal, and destroying the roads behind them. 

Around 1854 the situation had calmed sufficiently for 

most of the British regulars to be withdrawn to Crimea. 

About the same time the Rideau was transferred to the 

Canadian authorities (on the promise that it be maintained 

as before), and aside from renewed planning following the 

tensions of 1862, the military theme at Kingston Mills soon 

fades out. The blockhouse, meanwhile, was used until 

recently by some of the lockmen and their families. 

Transportation 

Transport to and from Kingston Mills during the 18th and 

early 19th centuries seems to have been largely by canoe, 

bateau and perhaps Durham boat during the warm season, and 

by sleigh or on foot during the winters. A road was built 

from Kingston to the mills in 1784, and around 1801 this 

road was extended to Montreal, though most of the traffic 

almost certainly continued to come by water. In 1826, 

meanwhile, a bridge was built across the mouth of the 

Cataraqui, from Kingston to Barriefield, and this route 

undoubtedly took precedence over the older road thereafter. 

In 1832 Kingston Mills became an administrative centre 

on the newly opened Rideau Canal, and most of its commerce 

moved by steamboat. In 185 5 the Grand Trunk Railway was 

built through the site, though seemingly with minimal 

effect - except that the railway soon captured most of the 

east-west shipping passing through Canada. The railway 

also hastened the decline of the Rideau, which in any case 

had to compete directly with the St. Lawrence after 1851. 
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Commerce on the canal through Kingston Mills declined 

afterwards, as new railways - and finally roads - usurped 

most of the traffic. Logs, booms and lumber scows, as well 

as coal barges, continued to use the Rideau into the 20th 

century, and meanwhile passenger excursion steamers began to 

ply during the 1870's, sometimes on a triangle from Ottawa 

to Kingston and Montreal and back, or on portions of this 

route. Excursions apparently reached their height around 

1890 to 1910, only to decline with the advent of the 

automobile and the private motorboat; in 19 20 the steamer 

Rideau Queen left the waterway for good. Today transport is 

mostly by automobiles and pleasure boats. Commercial traffic 

on the canal has disappeared completely, while the main 

highways now bypass Kingston Mills. 
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A Summary of the Village, its Buildings, Industries and 

General History, 1783-1977 

The little hamlet of Kingston Mills, on the Rideau Canal 

system about five miles north-east of Kingston, Ontario has 

the distinction of being one of the oldest settlements in 

the entire province. It was one of the first places to be 

occupied when the United Empire Loyalists, following the 

British garrisons, first arrived to lay the foundations of 

Upper Canada, and is almost as old as the City of Kingston 

itself. Yet how different have been their respective 

histories! Kingston today is a fine old city with over 

60,000 souls. Kingston Mills is a tiny, little known hamlet, 

not even deemed sufficiently important to have a set of 

highway road signs calling attention to it; though the road 

is now officially known as the Kingston Mills Road. The 

site gained prominence immediately as a milling centre as 

soon as the British arrived in 1783, and later it received 

additional incentives to growth, such as the building of the 

Rideau Canal (once the main route of commerce between 

Montreal and Kingston) in 1826-32, and a position on the 

Grand Trunk Railway, which was built through the site in 

1855. With all these stimulants, Kingston Mills ought 

surely to have become a place of considerable importance. 

Yet seemingly, nothing of the sort happened. Though the 

hamlet has the best natural water-power in Frontenac 

County, and though its mills were the first to be erected 

in eastern Ontario, no village appeared there for nearly 

half a century. Canal construction from 1827 to 1831 

suddenly created a temporary settlement, but this largely 


