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Frontespiece 

...The writer considers it his duty 
respectfully to offer the remark that it would 
be a wise policy for the government at once to 
establish the principle that the waters of the 
Rideau Navigation can in no way be diverted to 
its injury to benefit any other interest...and 
that the water communication itself must be 
distinctly held to take precedence over 
everything so ever which may come into 
opposition with it. (1) 

The mechanical duty of locking a boat is easily 
learned..., but this is by far the least 
portion of a lockmaster's duties. The 
regulation of the water is the principal thing 
he has to attend to.... also the control of 
water to prevent damage during freshets in the 
spring requires good judgement and 
foresight.... <£) 

Lockmasters will take every precaution to keep 
up the water in the Canal at their several 
stations and save all water possible having due 
regard to the safety of the works. The report 
of any waste water through carelessness or 
inattention will be at once investigated and 
reported to the department....Weekly water 
reports to be punctually sent to the Head 
Office.(3) 

Oh yes, always had to send in a report of the 
bywash every month...Well, you have to raise 
logs and let your water run through. Because 
the water was rising and they'd be probably 
calling for water at Chaffey's or Jones Falls 
and you'd get orders and you'd have to run 
water. But you always got your orders from the 
Department before you run the water...If I saw 
the water rising, if it was water rising above 
what it was supposed to keep, I'd raise a log 
and let some run through...Then when it come 
back down to its level, I'd drop the log back 
down again.(4) 
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Chapter One: The Original Concept 

Writing in 1834, Edward John Barker, the editor of 

the Kingston British Whig,, commented that 

The Rideau Canal is not a canal so 
called, but rather a succession of 
raised waters by means of dams, with 
natural lakes interspersed. One end of 
it empties into the Ottawa, half a mile 
above the falls of the Rideau, 
intersecting the upper ar\ti lower 

villages of Bytown; and the other end 

terminates at Kingston Mills, six 

miles above the town of Kingston. < 11-

Th e phrases, "...a succession of raised waters by means of 

dams, with natural lakes interspersed" accurately depict the 

essential character of the Rideau waterway system. 

The completed system comprised three components wnich 

had been integrated by the substantial engineering works: the 

Rideau River section, draining from the Rideau Lakes to the 

Ottawa; the interior lake section of Sand, Opinicon, Indian, 

Clear, and Mud (Newboro) lakes which originally drained south 

to the St. Lawrence via the Gananocue River; and the 

Cataraqui river section with its limited watershed in the 

Cranberry and Loughborough lakes area. Through these 

distinctive drainage regions, a route was selected to 

minimise construction problems and ensure the military 

security of the waterway. But once integrated into one 

system, certain characteristics of this artificially produced 

hydrological unit required attention for navigation to 

proceed and be maintained. The topography was such that there 

were major falls or rapids at several points along the route 

and these had to be flooded out or bypassed by means of 
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locks. Annually, seasonal temperature and precipitation 

regimens combined to produce spring "freshets" which 

threatened to overcome the works and summer "droughts" which 

lowered water levels and interrupted navigation. 

With construction completed, attention was directed to 

ensuring the maintenance of the works. Given the 

circumstances identified above, effective water management 

was a crucial prerequisite for the continued operation of the 

Rideau Navigation system. 

ii. Q2l2D§A SY.1M SY.Hii.sTQ 

These various circumstances had been accommodated by 

Colonel By's project, although they were to continue to tax 

the Rideau establishment over the ensuing generations of the 

operation of the system. Basically, By's solution rested 

upon the erection of a system of dams and embankments which 

served several purposes. 

In some instances, they enhanced the navigation 

potential by increasing the overall draught and flooding out 

rapids upstream from the dam. This innovative method was 

known as the "slackwater system". (2) Used by others to 

effect, the extent to which it was adopted by Colonel By was 

unprecedented and, given the particular problems posed by the 

Rideau route, particularly appropriate as it eliminated the 

need for much excavation work. This was the case with 

combined dam and embankment at Kingston Mills which provided 

an overall increase in draught of of 20 feet and flooded out 
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two rapids which originally impeded navigation between 

Kingston Mills and Lower Brewer's Mills. An even more 

spectacular project was the 62 feet high and 440 feet long 

stone arch dam at Jones' Falls, "the most stupendous and 

perfect of its kind in the world", (3) which overcame the 

problem there of a one and a half mile long set of rapids 

falling some 60 feet. Less dramatic, but equally essential 

construction was necessary at several other sites such as 

that at Upper Brewer's. This backed up the waters to the foot 

of the Jones' Falls locks, increased the draught by some 

eight feet, and extended the source areas into Dog, 

Loughborough, and Cranberry lakes. Lesser dams were completed 

at Chaffey's, the Narrows, First Rapids, Smith's Falls, and 

other sites along the Rideau River section. A particularly 

crucial and contentious dam was put in place at White Fish 

Falls. It maintained the level of water in the adjacent 

Whitefish and Cranberry lakes by diverting waters which 

originally flowed from Lake Opinicon and Sand Lake into the 

Gananoque system. Maintaining, and even improving, the 

control works at the White Fish Dam site was to be essential 

for the ensuring adequate water supplies throughout the 

Cataraqui section of the Rideau system. Several such 

improvements were to be mooted in subsequent years and were 

the cause of much rancour and debate. 

Finally, other dams were designed not only to increase 

the draught but also to regulate the potentially destructive 

spring freshets that flushed through the system. Thus, at 

Long Island, three waste weirs and a stone dam were required 

3 



"to meet any extraordinary quantities of water, which by 

freshets or other causes, may descend the river and impede 

the navigation.(4) Similar water control works were required 

at Black Rapids to "resist the freshets in Spring and Fall", 

the severity of which moved Barker to wax poetic: 

The great body of the waters is caused 
by this dam to fall down two artificial 
cataracts, on the eastern bank of the 
river with prodigious force and noise; 
and the whole scene, if viewed at a 
time when the Rideau is at all swollen, 
is one capable of inspiring the highest 
gratification. (5) 

Dams such as these, therefore, were crucial to 

maintaining the boundaries of the system's watershed, 

providing a suitable depth for navigation, and regulating the 

seasonal flows. Not only did they comprise the most 

innovative and impressive feats of engineering on the system 

but their maintenance was essential for the continued 

integrity of the navigational system. 

With the dams and an associated system of weirs and 

locks in place, Colonel By then developed a water control 

method appropriate to the hydrological regimen of the Rideau 

system. Weirs were opened in the fall to let the waters run 

through the system and closed each spring as soon as possible 

after the passing of the spring freshets through the basins. 

With these waters held back, the water levels throughout the 

river and lake sections were raised ready for navigation and, 

with judicious use of the waters for lockages, could be 

maintained for the balance of the navigation season. 

Effective in its simplicity, it was recognized early 

4 



that such operations necessitated much vigilance. An order 

from the Office of Ordnance in May, 1833 urged the Rideau 

Establishment to protect their works and "the artificial 

means by which it Cwater] is raised...for the partial giving 

way of a single Dam might interrupt the Canal Communication 

for a whole season."<6> The Master General urged that 

Colonel By be called upon to suggest precautionary measures 

to "prevent accidents" and to ensure "the command of the 

Water."(7) Later that year, By's recommendations were 

noted, including the reservation of lands to 40 feet above 

high water mark along the route of the canal, and the 

reservation of the right to.dam all lakes tributary to the 

Rideau system. (8) By had constantly emphasized the need 

to take control of all of these waters but it was decided 

that no action should be taken until "the adjoining country 

is minutely examined by competent Officers of the 

Department."<9> That the sensitivity of the subject was 

recognized is evidenced by the added injunction that "the 

subject is to be kept as secret as possible in the 

meantime."<10) Following the presentation of the report in 

April, 1834, Byham reported to the Inspector General of 

Fortifications that there was no need to obtain "a more 

efficient control over the waters running into the Canal than 

now employed."<11> This decision was to have repercussions in 

future years when the need for a more comprehensive control 

and regulation of the various drainage basins became apparent. 
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iis. Ib.§ §̂ sterri in Operation 

The operation of the water control system as conceived 

of by Colonel By was coordinated by headquarters at Ottawa. 

But the maintenence of a sufficient draught of water for 

navigation, the regulating of flows to other users such as 

mills, and the protection of the works and the surrounding 

countryside from flooding were all very much part of the 

responsibilities of the lockrnasters. For these objectives to 

be attained, they had to work as coordinated elements of an 

integrated system, a system which extended beyond the banks 

of the canal alone and incorporated the whole extent of the 

several watersheds draining into the Rideau. Ideally, with 

careful operation of the locks, sluices, and weirs, water 

levels could be maintained throughout, the navigation season. 

It required close cooperation between the lockrnasters at each 

station, the operation of each being carefully syncopated in 

time and space. 

The annual cycle commenced with the closing of each 

navigation season, at which time all lock gates would be 

opened in sequence and the works drained, lockrnasters being 

instructed to "run off" the water as fast as possible without 

"damaging the works."(12) Apart from the security of the 

"works", another concern was the effect upon the milling 

enterprises which were also dependent upon a continued flow 

of water. Accordingly, lockrnasters were reminded of this 

dimension, if with considerable qualifications 

As much fear is entertained by many 
individuals on the Rideau Ca.ria.1 that a 
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Scarcity of water during the winter 
will prevail and that their Mills will 
suffer if the water be lowered suddenly 
& rapidly at all stations. Lockmasters 
generally will bear this in mind and be 
guided accordingly taking care however 
that in so doing the works of the Canal 
and interests of the Department do not 
suffer.(13) 

Long before the first signs of spring, stations 

along the line were ordered to make preparations for the 

perennial freshets that challenged the works: 

The probabilities are that a freshet 
more or less will occur during the 
early part of next month. Lockmasters 
will on the first signs of a freshet be 
prepared to open the waste weirs and 
pass it down as gradually as possible. 
If any damage is likely to occur notice 
must be sent to this office with the 
least possible delay. (14) 

The force of the spring freshet had to be channelled around, 

directed through, and endured by the works and the order came 

down the line that 

As there are indications of a thaw you 
must without hesitation take out the 
logs Should there be any appearance of 
the water rising As it would be 
impossible to take them out under high 
water Under any circumstances keep the 
water below Navigation Level Untill 
CsicH Next Monday when they Must all be 
taken out.(15) 

At some station, "passing the waters" simply meant the 

opening of the waste weirs by lifting the stop logs, being 

sure to replace them as soon as possible after the first rush 

in order to reserve the waters for later use. But at other 

stations, final repairs had first to be made before the onset 

of the floods. At this time of the year, this could be 

arduous. The laconic entries in the Lock Journals belie the 
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rigour of the work. At Black Rapids, the week of March 9-14, 

saw one labourer employed for two days at "cutting stop Logs 

out of the Ice preparatory to getting them out to stop back 

the water in order to fix the flange of Sluice. "(16) With 

such preparations completed, the stations had next to 

withstand the freshets and, during this period, the work 

could be even more demanding, the Lockmaster at Black Rapids 

listing the names of his labourers who had "worked from 12 

to 13 hours each day at hard Labour. .. Securing and protecting 

the works During high water."(17) 

Following the passage of the freshet through the works, 

lock gates and sluices would be closed, stop logs placed in 

the weirs, and water* levels would be raised throughout the 

entire system and flood the works preparatory to navigation. 

Lockmasters were advised of their duties by Canal Order 

requiring them to "raise the water" at their stations and put 

the stop logs in place on their weirs to "retain a good 

supply for the coming season".(18) Again, however, the 

interests of the local country had to be taken into account 

and lockmasters were admonished to "be careful not to let 

the water raise at their respective stations beyond what is 

actually required for the Navigation" so that as little as 

possible flooding of of neighbouring lands would occur.(19) 

Increasingly, however, such were the various demands upon the 

system that the main problem was maintaining a sufficiency of 

water for navigation during the summer months. Frequently, 

Lock Journals record orders received from Headquarters 

warning them of this problem: "The Season hitherto proving art 
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unusually dry one, a scarcity of water may be apprehended, to 

Guard against which as much as possible the several 

lockmasters are to take immediate steps to retain all the 

water they can."<£0) 

During the course of the navigation season, therefore, 

the requirement that lockmasters "..retain all the water they 

can" sorely taxed the abilities of the lock staff and the 

patience of the administration. fill along the line of 

navigation, stations cooperated in maintaining levels by 

passing as little water as possible from the summit 

reservoirs. The synchronisation of the actions of some £S 

individual actors, the lockmasters at their stations, was 

coordinated by Canal Orders. Water moved from the summit via 

Newboro, Chaffey's, and Davis' to the Cataraqui section via 

Jones' Falls, a typical order requesting that 

Lockmaster Simmons will run down three 
inches of water to Davis'. The 
Lockmaster at Davis' will pass it on to 
Jones' Falls, from thence it will go to 
Cranberry Level. Advise me what effects 
the last rains had on the levels.(£1) 

Or again, a general exhortation encouraging vigilence and 

efficiency: 

Lockmasters will take every precaution 
to keep up the water in the Canal at 
their several stations and save all 
water possible having due regard to the 
safety of the works. 
The report of any waste water through 
carelessness or inattention will be at 
once investigated and reported to the 
department.... Weekly water reports to 
be punctually sent to the Head Office.(££) 

find even then, despite such supervisory diligence, the 
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system did not work. Thus, the lockmaster at Long Island who 

let the water through "in a rush" without notice to the 

stations below was castigated, the incident being regarded as 

"the act of a man who does not know what he is doing and 

shows the grossest incapacity."<23) Superintendent Wise also 

had occasion to crack his whip at the Kingston end of the 

system. In November, 1872, the water level at the Davis' 

station was 1 foot 2 inches above navigational levels, 

resulting in the predictable squib from Wise: 

This rise is in the face of orders you 
received from Mr. Abbott to let it down 
and keep it below navigable water in 
order that the repairs to be made this 
year would be facilitated. 
Lock masters must understand that they 
must promptly fallow all orders given 
by the officers of the Canal and not 
take upon themselves to allow water to 
accumulate when orders to the contrary 
have been given them.(24) 

The following fall, lockmaster Foster was exercising his 

initiative and independence of action in Wise's system yet 

again and, much to the dissaproval of the latter, was 

holding back water "when it is needed below": 

Mr Abbott wrote and verbally instructed 
you in this very point, but in face of 
all this you are letting your end get 
up. 
If you have not already done so take 
out some of your logs & notify Jones 
Falls you are running down to supply 
Cranberry. 
A little more judgement on the part of 
Lockmasters is to be expected in these 
matters and if that is wanting more 
competent men must be put in charge of 
stations. (25) 

In 1885 Wise had a problem with Lockmaster Read at Hogs Back 

as, on two occasions, his inattention to the levels had caused 
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the flooding of the road at Hartwell's. Further, these rnal-

controlled levels came close to making a break in the 

embankment south-west of the waste weir: "The practice of 

letting your sluices run all night without watching your 

level must be stopped, as you will be held responsible for 

any damage that may occur from the raising too high."(£6) 

Clearly, despite the essential logic of By's system and 

the diligence of the supervisory staff, ensuring lockmasters' 

cooperation in the task of water level regulation was a 

chronic problem. But other actors in the system were even 

less under the control of the Rideau administration. 

Increasingly, the waters were also used for hydraulic Dower 

by various enterprises. Theoretically, canal management 

operated on the assumption that it could exercise full 

control over mills powered by the system's water, a control 

that was specified in the original leases and the general 

Canal regulations: 

fill Owners of Mills, or those in charge 
of them, shall stop or shut down their 
Gates when directed by the 
Superintendent, or person in charge of 
that part of the Canal on which they 
are situated, and not at any time to 
draw down the Level below high-water 
mark. . . . (£7) 

While this gave the canal management substantial legal 

authority to regulate these other users, in practice, 

policing mills and other industries came to be one of the 

main problems faced by those charged with the responsibility 

of water control throughout the Rideau. 
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