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Abstract 

This study traces the history of land transportation within 

the Rideau region. The first chapter covers road 

development from early pioneer wagon-tracks to the inception 

of the provincial highway system in the mid-1890s. The 

second takes up the narrative from the coming of the 

railways in the 1850s. Three regional railways, two 

diagonal trunk lines, along with a half-dozen abortive 

projects are dealt with. With the absorption of the three 

regional lines and their subsequent relegation to branch 

line status by two of the nation-wide systems, the third 

section of the study follows, being the account of the 

building of the provincial highway network with particular 

reference to the Rideau region. Thus is depicted in 

microcosm the story of land transportation throughout 

Canada. Insofar as a paucity of concurrent statistics 

allows, comparison is made between the passenger and freight 

traffic of the three regional railways and the Rideau 

Canal. 



Roads in the Rideau Region: Wagon-track to Turnpike, 

1793-1890 

The yet to be designated Province of Upper Canada (1791), 

lying to the west of the Ottawa River, was still a forested 

wilderness inhabited by Indians on the arrival of the first 

white settlers at the time of the American Revolution. One 

of the earliest settlements was along the banks of the upper 

St. Lawrence in the Rideau region, as broadly defined for 

the purposes of this study. This region comprises the 

counties of Frontenac, Leeds, Grenville, Lanark and 

Carleton, although Carleton's outlying townships on the east 

and the north-west corner may properly be associated with 

the Ottawa rather than the Rideau rivers, as indeed may the 

third tier of townships (Lavant, Darling and Pakenham) in 

Lanark County. Nonetheless in the interests of simplicity 

these admittedly arbitrary limits have been set as defining 

the Rideau region, whose land transportation - pioneer 

roads, three railways and finally the rudiments of the 

modern highway network, - is the subject of this paper. 

Two distinct themes will be treated in this chapter on 

the pioneer roads, the through or trunk roads linking the 

larger towns between the St. Lawrence and the Ottawa rivers 

(Kingston-Brockville-Perth-Bytown), and the market access 

roads, by which the farmer and lumberman got their products 

to market or sawmill. It is noteworthy that water 

transportation, with which the region was amply endowed by 

the chain of rivers and lakes crossing the low divide 
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between Kingston and Bytown, was where readily available 

preferred during the summer months where readily available 

to the crude roads in the pioneer period, but as shall be 

seen with a description of the early settlement pattern, a 

road network was forthcoming with the spread of settlement. 

Early Settlement in the Rideau Region 

Kingston was founded in 1783 near the site of the old French 

Fort Cataraqui, where the river of that name debouches into 

Lake Ontario. Some good agricultural land was found in the 

township of the same name, which formed the town's immediate 

hinterland. Actually earlier settlements were made on the 

banks of the upper St. Lawrence, specifically in 

Edwardsburgh township (1775), followed by the township of 

Elizabethtown further upstream in 1779. Good agricultural 

land was found in Edwardsburgh but for some swampy areas in 

the north, and excellent soil in Elizabethtown. The 

township of Escott was settled in 1780. Arable land was 

found here too, improving back from the St. Lawrence. The 

townships of Leeds and Lansdowne (front, or bordering the 

St. Lawrence) were first settled in 1787, and the back 

township of Wolford, bordering the Rideau River, in 1789. 

In 1790 the front of Yonge was opened for settlement, and 

Bastard and Augusta townships in 1795-96. It can thus be 

seen that the trend of the earliest settlement was along the 

north bank of the St. Lawrence River, and back toward the 

Rideau. Montague township in Lanark County was the first to 

be settled about the year 1790 north of the Rideau River. 

Thus Leeds and Grenville counties, lying between the St. 

Lawrence River and the Rideau system or waterway, were in 

process of settlement before 1800.1 T WO mill sites were 

established on the Rideau River in this same period -

Burritt's Rapids in 1793 and Merrickville the following 

year. 
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It is noteworthy that most of this area first settled, 

with the exception of Leeds township and the front of 

Lansdowne, proved arable and hence developed as an 

agricultural region. All of these early settled townships 

had access either to the St. Lawrence or the Rideau 

waterway. The townships of Elizabethtown and Yonge, well 

back from the St. Lawrence, possessed the most fertile land, 

as did the township of Augusta. 

At the turn of the century Oxford township in the north 

of Grenville county, bounded on the north by the Rideau 

River, was settled, and proved highly fertile. 

Simultaneously settlement began in Loughborough township, 

Frontenac county, to the north of Kingston township; this 

region proved fair agricultural land and mineral deposits 

were later located within its bounds. Adjacent Storrington 

township, a rocky area with the intrusion of the Shield was 

first settled in 1804, and here presumably lumbering was the 

principal industry in the early years. Meanwhile in 

neighbouring Leeds county the rear of Leeds and Lansdowne 

townships were first settled in 1805, the latter of which 

was suitable for agriculture. In 1808 settlement pushed 

into South Crosby, a rocky area which remained for most part 

wooded, in which lay the scenic Rideau Lakes; this region 

later was found to contain mineral deposits. 

South Gower township, the last township to be settled 

in Grenville county, was being settled by 1802. In 1812 

the principal town in the county, Prescott, was founded. 

The remainder of Leeds county, with the opening of South 

Burgess and Elmsley townships, was under settlement by 1815; 

the town of Brockville was founded in 1802, and Gananoque, 

midway to Kingston, in 1824. 

It will be recalled that the settlement of Lanark began 

in Montague township, bounded on the south by the Rideau 

River, as early as 1790. This was followed by the settling 
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of North Elmsley, bounded on the south by Rideau Lake, in 

1810, and by the township of Drummond directly back of North 

Elmsley, in 1815. Settlement in Lanark county gradually 

extended back from the front townships already mentioned on 

the Rideau, until the fourth tier (Lavant, Darling and 

Pakenham) saw their first settlers in the 1820s, remaining 

sparsely populated as late as 1880. 

Moving north to Carleton county, embracing the scenic 

mouth of the Rideau River, settlement came somewhat later 

than about Kingston, the shores of the St. Lawrence and 

upper Rideau rivers, as hitherto cited. Nepean along the 

left bank of the Rideau River received its first settlers in 

1810, and was the first township to do so in this county, 

closely followed by Gloucester on the opposite bank of the 

Rideau in 1812. Richmond on the Goodwood River 

(subsequently the Jock) was founded in 1815, but Bytown, the 

principal entrepot for the region, came into existence only 

in 1826, with the commencement of the work on the Rideau 

Canal. The townships of Goulbourn and North Gower, 

contiguous to Nepean, were settled somewhat later, in 1818 

and 1824 respectively.* It remains to mention that two 

of the principal towns to develop in the Rideau region, 

Perth and Smiths Falls, 12 miles apart, were founded in 1816 

and 1823 respectively. 

The civil secretary's correspondence contains a 

description by Captain Adiel Sherwood^ of early 

settlement along the Rideau itself, dated July 1815. The 

description covers the townships adjoining both banks of the 

Rideau from South Crosby in eastern Leeds county to the 

mouth of the Rideau at the site of the future Bytown. 

Commencing at the Rideau1s mouth, and proceeding up the west 

bank, Nepean township is described as mostly unsurveyed, 

with a mill under construction at the mouth of the Rideau. 

North Gower in 1815 was uninhabited, and was to remain so 
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until the 1820s. The next township on the west or left bank 

of the Rideau, Marlborough, was settled along the river, and 

presumably not for any distance back from it. Elmsley, the 

next township adjoining the left bank, was described by 

Sherwood as uninhabited, although the Ontario Agricultural 

Commission many years later (1881) cited the first 

settlement in this township as 1810. In any case Elmsley, 

lying between the future settlements of Smiths Falls and 

Perth, was noted as fertile. Sherwood described the next 

township of Burgess as uninhabited, although again the later 

evidence of the Ontario Agricultural Commission recorded 

that settlement began here in 1815. North Crosby township 

located in the north-west corner of Leeds county was 

uninhabited when Sherwood surveyed the scene, and remained 

so until 1828. North Crosby v/as credited by Sherwood with 

excellent land, although W.H. Smith, writing 35 years later, 

described the township as rocky and uneven, but with fertile 

intervening stretches of arable land. 

Continuing on the right or east bank of the Rideau from 

its picturesque confluence with the Ottawa, Sherwood found 

Gloucester township not fully surveyed and from his 

description it seems to have been a virtual wilderness, 

although opened for settlement in 1812 according to the 

Ontario Agricultural Commission report. The neighbouring 

township on the right bank of the Rideau, Osgoode, was 

uninhabited in 1815, although the soil was described as 

good. Sherwood described the tiny township, South Gower, 

wedged into the north-east corner of Grenville county as 

uninhabited in 1815, although again a later authority cites 

the date of first settlement as 1802. The neighbouring 

township of Oxford, bounded on the north by the right bank 

of the Rideau River, was inhabited along its course in 1815, 

and gave promise of excellent land. Oxford township was 

reached by what was described as a good road from Fort 
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Wellington on the St. Lawrence, 18 miles to the south. The 

following four townships - Wolford, Kitley, Bastard and 

South Crosby - were described by Sherwood as well inhabited. 

Kitley was reached by wagon road from Brockville (founded in 

1802) through the township of Elizabethtown, and South 

Crosby from Gananoque.4 

Such then was the state of the rather scattered and 

patchy settlement which had taken place in the broadly 

defined Rideau region up to about 1825. The St. Lawrence 

River was the main means of access during this first 

half-century, supplemented by the Ottawa in the north. 

Pioneer Road-building; Corduroy to Macadam, 1793-1848 

With the establishment of a separate administration for 

Upper Canada, early legislative provision was made for the 

linking of the scattered settlements by means of what for 

want of a better term may be described as roads. The first 

legislation (33 Geo.Ill, cap. 4), passed in 1793, was to 

"regulate laying out and amending and keeping in repair 

public highways and roads within the province." The act 

established the system of statute labour, whereby the 

settlers were compelled to work on the roads and bridges in 

their vicinity for a cumulative total of 12 days per year. 

Overall authority was entrusted to justices of the peace 

within their divisions, under whom served overseers of 

highways elected by the inhabitants of their respective 

townships. These overseers were responsible for 

superintending the road work within their townships, 

summoning those liable for statute labour, keeping accounts, 

and for collecting commutations and fines. Roads were to be 

between 30 and 60 feet in width.5 Each settler was 

responsible for clearing a road across his own lot. 

Provision in the legislation was made for roads between 

concessions. 
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Early Land Survey Systems 

The first land survey in Upper Canada at Niagara was 

described in a census dated 25 August 1782, but the basic 

principles were laid out in the Royal Instructions to James 

Murray, Governor of Quebec, in December 1763. The survey 

system was delineated by Sir Frederick Haldimand in his 

instructions to the surveyor-general, Samuel Holland, in 

1783. The basic unit was the township, of approximately 

20,000 acres, a sub-division of the county. Townships were 

sub-divided into concessions, which in turn were divided 

into lots assigned to individual settlers. Furthermore, by 

order-in-council dating from 1791, one lot in seven was 

reserved to the crown, and one' lot in seven for the support 

of a Protestant clergy, confined exclusively to the 

Established Church (viz., the Church of England). (See Lord 

Durham's Report, Appendix A, No. 1, pp. 2-3.) The surveyor 

also made provision for roads and town plots.° 

At first the land surveyors laid out base lines 

following navigable waterways and from these base lines 

townships six miles square were delineated, the township 

being the basic survey unit. A number of townships 

constituted a district, and later (1849), a county. At the 

outset (1783-1818), the single-front system was introduced, 

comprising townships six miles square and seven concessions 

deep, each concession being sub-divided into 25 lots, 

aggregating 120-200 acres each. The single-front system 

resulted in a single line of homesteads along concession 

roads or along the river front. Later (1815-29) the 

double-front system was introduced, with frontage on both 

sides of the concession roads and with the backs of lots 

meeting in the middle of a concession. This resulted in a 

double row of homesteads along the concession road. The 

advantages of this system were wider lots of 200 acres each, 

a reduction in survey work, and a reduction in the burden of 
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road making since there were more landowners to build and 

maintain the road. The single-front system was used along 

the St. Lawrence and Niagara rivers, the shores of Lake 

Ontario and part of Lake Erie; the double-front system was 

favoured in the interior. A still later development was the 

1000-acre sectional system, with a third tier of townships 

inland. Finally, irregularly shaped townships were laid out 

to fit spaces left over between previously designated 

counties. 

Of particular interest in the context of this paper is 

the fact that most of the Rideau corridor was surveyed under 

the earlier, single-front system. It may be added that many 

of the early surveys were inaccurate owing to the 

inadequacies of the instruments.7 As early as August 

1815, Alex. McDonell, Superintendent of Location, writing 

attention of the Military Secretary, strongly recommended 

the running of concession lines in the townships bordering 

the Rideau, otherwise a number of the settlers would be 

unable to locate their lots.8 

The laying out of the early pioneer roads was therefore 

based on the base and concession lines delineated by the 

land surveys carried out as settlement progressed from the 

river frontages inland. 

Pioneer Road-building and British Precedent 

With the important exception of plank and corduroy roads, 

much of what was known in early 19th century Upper Canada on 

the technique of road-building, along with the concept of 

statute labour and toll roads was derived from England. In 

mediaeval England the splendid Roman roads had long since 

fallen into decay; indeed, the state of the roads in the 

early 17th century was such that the newly-introduced 

stagecoaches (1630s) were restricted to use in the summer 
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months. The journey from London to York (about 190 miles) 

took five days, reduced to four by 1706, although this 

progress was by no means common to road travel at the time. 

Similarly the stage run in 1658 from London to Exeter was 

made in four days, reduced to half that time in a little 

more than a century later. John Copeland cites the golden 

age of English stage coaching as 1820-36, with about 50 

miles as the average day's run.9 

The name most readily associated with road improvement 

is that of the Scottish-born John Loudon McAdam, appointed 

general surveyor of the Bristol district in 1817. So well 

known is McAdam that the term macadamized has passed into 

our language to describe a particular type of road surface. 

McAdam taught that proper drainage and materials were the 

prime requisites of a durable road. Stones of an exact size 

were used, a preliminary layer of 6 inch depth being 

followed by a second 6-inch layer a few weeks later.-'-'-1 

McAdam1s methods were widely adopted in England, and later 

in the Canadas, although all too often a shortage of funds 

resulted in inferior work that passed as macadamized in name 

only. Two other road engineers contributed significantly in 

England to the technique of road-building - John Metcalfe 

and Thomas Telford. Whereas McAdam had recommended a soft 

foundation, Telford opted for a firm one, made up of 7-inch 

by 4-inch blocks, surmounted by a 6-inch layer of stones, 

and that in turn by small stones or gravel.H 

The concept of the turnpike trust was also derived from 

England, whereby trustees were empowered to defray the cost 

of constructing and maintaining the road by means of tolls 

charged road users. The toll companies were frequently 

subsidized for a portion of the original construction cost. 

The system brought about widespread improvement in the 

English roads so administered (about 20 per cent of the 

total mileage) from 1750 to 1850, but many of the toll road 
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or trust companies fell into financial difficulty. As we 

shall see, the system-*^ served reasonably well in Upper 

Canada until the latter half of the 19th century, when its 

limitations became blatantly obvious. 

The earliest roads in Upper Canada were little more 

than glorified trails through the bush, the stumps still 

standing, passable generally only on foot, and that during 

the dry summer months, or in the dead of winter, with sleigh 

or cutter. An early development, in order to cope with 

swampy passages of which there were many, was the celebrated 

or perhaps notorious corduroy road. This was formed by 

means of logs, laid transversely with earth fill. Besides 

providing a spine jarring tortuous passage for any wheeled 

vehicle, and constituting a fire hazard during the dry 

season, the corduroy road rapidly deteriorated, but it 

served as a practical expedient in the early days, the raw 

material being ready to hand.13 

Another type of road, which enjoyed considerable vogue 

in Upper Canada in the period 1835-55, was the plank road. 

This consisted of 3-inch to 4-inch lumber at right angles to 

stringers, to which the planks were securely bolted, the 

planks overlapping the stringers by about 18 inches on the 

sides. A light finish of sand or gravel was laid on the 

plank surface, to absorb water and lessen the noise of 

horses' hooves and carriage wheels. It was claimed that 

stage coaches could average 8 miles per hour on a plank road 

under good conditions, and wagons with heavy loads about 

half that, but grades of more than 1:20 were deemed 

undesirable." The usual width of the plank road was 16 

feet, but only 8 would be planked, with the rest gravel. 

White or yellow pine served best, but hemlock, beech, elm 

and maple were also used. The first such road was built in 

1835-36 some miles east of Toronto on the Kingston Road. It 

was contended that the maintenance of a plank road was 


