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/ƘŀƛǊΩǎ aŜǎǎŀƎŜ 

By: Jim Farrell 

As I gaze out my home office window (I know, I should be working) looking at the local tree cover in 
my suburban Ottawa neighbourhood, I am amazed to see the trees looking very healthy, robust and 
ready to pop their buds. That is certainly not the scene of a couple of weeks earlier when everything, 
including trees, were coated with a thick layer of ice, and branches and trees were snapping off and 
falling over and power was lost in some parts of the region for days. Today, at a quick glance, it looks 
pretty much as it shouldê.unless you look closer or travel to other parts of the city and countryside. 
Before the May 21, 2022 derecho, it was possible to see remnant impacts of the 1998 ice storm that 
hammered the regionêand beyond. These are the history making weather events that are shaping 
the nature, composition, structure and future of many of our local woodlands and urban trees. The 
only thing we know for sure is that these events will increasingly become frequent but unpredictable 
crises for our forests, of a scale and scope that will have short- and long-term impacts with recovery 
after each event becoming increasingly challenging.   
 
On a more upbeat note, I am pleased to report that our virtual AGM on February 9 was a great 
success with attendance of 24 members with another few engaging through proxies. We were able 
to announce and celebrate the successful 
overhaul of our website, confirm our working 
name as Forest History Ontario, note that our 
finances have taken a hit with the website 
project and welcomed a new Board member, 
Terry Schwan, R.P.F. (Ret.). Board member Faye 
Johnson, R.P.F. challenged all members to go 
through their archives and send her at least five 
photos (with captions). Faye is delighted with 
the response and has been loading them up on 
the Gallery section of our website. Keep them 
coming. 
 
On February 17, in conjunction with the annual 
Forests Ontario conference ôGrowing a Healthy 
Tomorrowõ, in Alliston, Ontario, Forest History 
Ontario hosted a very well received panel of 
expert speakers on aspects of Ontarioõs forest 
history. First up was Patricia Baldwin a UofT 
graduate forester and long standing FHO 
member who provided a very well researched 

retrospective of 
Indigenous use and 
relationship with 
forests and lands 
across southern 
Ontario and some 
impacts that can be 
observed today. Her 
presentation was 
titled ôEffects of 
Aboriginal Land Use 

(Continued on page 4) 
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on Forest Developmentõ (in southern Ontario). This was followed by Danijella Puric-Mladenovic, 
Assistant Professor of forestry at University of Toronto whose expertise is on the planning, 
conservation and monitoring of settled landscapes. Danijela offered a very well described historical 
perspective on the nature and extent of forest cover across southern Ontario, pre-settlement as 
compared to today and some insights as to how these can be identified and perhaps re-established 
in future with careful research and management. Her presentation was titled ôChanging Southern 
Ontario Landscapes from Pre-settlement to Todayõ. Our final speaker was Andrew Gordon, 
Professor Emeritus at UofG School of Environmental Sciences and expert in agroforestry and forest 
ecology. Andy presented a fulsome and entertaining picture of the history, ecology, morphology, 
distribution and uses of red spruce in Ontario and beyond. He had the personal benefit of many 
insights on red spruce given that as a youngster he worked with his father, Dr. Al Gordon, on 
researching red spruce across North America and Europe. His talk was titled ôRed Spruce in Ontario: 
A Tree of Unusual Qualitiesõ. All of these presentations can be found on our website at this link: 
www.fhso.ca/research-explore/videos/historical-forest-landscapes-across-southern-ontario. 
 
Mark your calendars for our next event which will be a June 9, 2023 field tour of the St Williams 
area forest history led by some of Ontarioõs foremost experts on the subject. Track updates and 
information on registration on our website. You can register by contacting Brooke McClelland 
bmcclelland@forestsontario.ca and if you have any questions about the tour, please contact Terry 
Schwan, R.P.F. (Ret.) schwell1@rogers.com who is organizing the tour. (Editorõs Note: See page 27 for 
more details about the tour.) 
 
As our coffers are running a bit low these days you are invited to donate to the FHO and encouraged 
to spread the word about FHO to expand our membership. Thanks for your ongoing support.  
 

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/forest.history.society.of.ontario 

Twitter: https://twitter.com/FHSOntario 

http://www.fhso.ca/research-explore/videos/historical-forest-landscapes-across-southern-ontario
mailto:bmcclelland@forestsontario.ca
mailto:schwell1@rogers.com
http://www.facebook.com/forest.history.society.of.ontario
https://twitter.com/FHSOntario
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By: A. Stinson, M. Scott, and Petawawa Research Forest Staff 
 

Background 
Petawawa Research Forest (PRF) located near Chalk River, Ontario is home to Canadaõs oldest 
continuously measured permanent sample plots (PSPs). These plots were set up in 1918 (PSP 1) and 
1926 (PSP 2) in young natural white and red pine dominated stands of fire origin, stands that are 
now 144 years old. These permanent sample plots had tagged trees and were remeasured at least 
18 times since their inception. This includes spatial mapping of all trees in both plots and following 
rigorous scientific measurement protocols. The plots were set up as paired plots. PSP 1 was setup to 
record the impacts of forest management. PSP 2 was set up to monitor conditions in a stand that is 
influenced by natural processes with no harvesting taking place. PSP 1 has been harvested seven 
times using partial harvest techniques commonly used in uniform shelterwood silviculture, cutting 
the smaller trees, especially those with defects. PSP 2 has had no human interventions. This overview 
contains some interesting observations that are based on measurements and analysis done in 2016 
by Margaret Scott. It is understood that the following observations are based on a small sample size 
and represent a case study. Nonetheless, they provide some interesting trend through time 
observations that for such long-time frames, are rarely available in Canadaõs forests. 

²Ƙŀǘ ²Ŝ /ŀƴ [ŜŀǊƴ CǊƻƳ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ hƭŘŜǎǘ CƻǊŜǎǘ {ŀƳǇƭŜ 
tƭƻǘǎ 

Sign for PSP 2 at the PRF 
(photo credit: Jen Dickman) 

Sign for PSP 1 at the PRF 
(photo credit: Jen Dickman) 

PSP 1 (numerous thinnings) 

PSP 2 (no thinnings) 

https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/2023-3-31-9.25.58.748.jpeg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/2023-3-31-9.25.54.107.jpeg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/PSP-1-numerous-thinnings.jpg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/PSP-2-no-thinnings.jpg
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Partial Harvesting Captures Mortality 
The total observed mortality since 1918 in PSP 1 (harvested) is 50 m

3
/ha. Meanwhile, in the 

unharvested plot (PSP 2) the total observed mortality is 420 m
3
/ha. PSP 1 has been harvested seven 

times capturing a total accumulated harvest volume of 445m
3
/ha. Many of the harvest operations 

were thinning and improvement cuts, with a regeneration cut occurring in 1941. This cut was 
partially successful, and another regeneration harvest was required in 2015. In 2015, PSP 1 had a 
current standing volume of 335 m

3
/ha. This is in comparison to PSP 2õs standing volume of 604 m

3
/

ha. The natural mortality in the unharvested plot was 8.4 times higher than in the harvested plot. It 
appears that much of the volume harvested and converted to wood products would otherwise have 
been mortality. Additionally, many of the wood products produced from pine forest are of high 
value and long lasting, thus some of the wood products from the seven earlier harvests might still be 
storing carbon. 
 

æñæ ᶯ æǍɶʌȡǍȺ oǍɶʬǸɾʌ éǸǪɐɶǱ 

ñʌǍɅǱ >țǍɶǍǪʌǸɶȡɾʌȡǪɾ ɐȒ æñæ ᶯ ǍɅǱ ᶰ =ǍɾǸǱ ĆɳɐɅ ¶ǸǍɾʔɶǸɃǸɅʌɾ ȡɅ ᶰᶮᶯᶴ 
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The Harvested Stand Continues to Exhibit Positive Net Growth, The 
Un-Harvested Stand Exhibits Negative Net Growth 
It appears the unharvested plot has reached the age of senescence where mortality exceeds growth 
since 1999, when the stand was approximately 120 years old. The periodic annual increment (PAI) 
from 1999-2016 was negative 2.8 m

3
/ha/year for PSP 2. Conversely, in PSP 1, the plot partially 

harvested 7 times, exhibited positive net growth during this same time period with a PAI of 5.7 m
3
/

ha/year from 1999 to 2016. Based only on growth rates, the trees of PSP 1 remain a carbon sink 
since 1999 while PSP 2 has become a carbon source. 

Stand characteristics of the two permanent sample plots A = Basal area (m2/ha). B = living trees/ha. 
C = Standing plus harvested volume (m3/ha) and D = Standing plus harvested volume ð natural 
mortality of stems (m3/ha)  
 

Harvesting Influences Structure and Diameter 
There are vast differences in diameter and forest structure observed between these two plots. The 
harvested plot exhibits two distinct cohorts of diameter classes. These have resulted from the partial 
harvest treatments; these treatments stimulated an understory of white pine regeneration that 
currently has an average diameter at breast height (DBH) of 15 cm. Meanwhile, the overstory in PSP 
1 has a very large average DBH of 59 cm with a range of 55-75 cm DBH. The unharvested plot (PSP 
2) has just one structure cohort of overstory trees with an average DBH of 40cm and a range of 25-
55 cm DBH. The much larger average tree size in the harvested plot can be attributed to a common 
partial harvest silvicultural practice of thinning from below. This practice targets the removal of small 
diameter trees with each partial harvest intervention. 



 

- 8 - 

EȡǍɃǸʌǸɶ EȡɾʌɶȡǩʔʌȡɐɅɾ éǸǱ ǍɅǱ ğțȡʌǸ æȡɅǸ ṵæñæ ᶯ ǍɅǱ æñæ ᶰṶ 

Diameter distributions of white pine (A) and red pine (C) in PSP1 before site prep in 2016; diameter 
distributions of white pine (B) and red pine (D) in PSP2 in 2016. PSP1 and PSP2 were the first two 
permanent sample plots at the PRF, established to study white and red pine management. Tree 
classified as acceptable growing stock are shown in black and trees considered unacceptable 
growing stock are shown in white. Diameter classes 5, 15, 25, 35, 45, 55, 65, and 75 are <1-, 10-<20, 
20-<30, 30-<40, 40-<50, 50-<60, 60-<70, and >70 respectively. 
 

Differences in Downed Wood 
There were significant differences in observed downed wood between the harvested and 
unharvested plots. The unharvested plot had 182 m

3
/ha of downed wood. As well, the unharvested 

plot contained all the decay classes including advanced decay classes. After mechanical site 
preparation to prepare a seed bed for white pine, the harvested plot had 23 m

3
/ha of downed wood 

present. Additionally, there was no downed wood in the advanced decay classes of 4 and 5. The 
downed wood in the harvested stand post-harvest (but pre-site preparation) was 40 m

3
/ha. Downed 

wood is a reservoir for arthropod, fungal and plant biodiversity, the unharvested sample plot has 7.9 
times more downed wood than the harvested PSP, and it is in a more advanced decay condition. 
The natural disturbance regime for this forest type is fire. The fire is usually a low intensity fire that 
predominantly burns in the understory leaving many of the thick-bark overstory trees alive after the 
fire. The typical fire cycle for this forest type is between 80 to 100 years. Fire has been excluded in 
both sample plots; however, fuel loading is much higher in the unharvested PSP 2. In this plot there 
is currently 182 m

3
 of downed wood per hectare. The fuel loading in the harvested PSP 1 is much 

lower at 23 m
3 
per hectare. This would lead to a much more intense fire crown fire in the 

unharvested plot if fire were to be introduced. 
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Stocking and Quality Differences 
The unharvested plot had a much higher number of stems per ha (10 cm DBH and larger), at 400 
stems per ha., while the harvested plot had 190 stems per ha. after harvest in 2015. The basal area 
was also very different between the two plots. The harvested plot had a post-harvest basal area of 
24 

m2
/ha while the unharvested plot had a basal area of 45.5 m

2
/ha. The quality of the trees present 

in 2015 was also vastly different between the two plots. Quality is defined by the percentage of trees 
that are considered acceptable growing stock (AGS). AGS trees are high quality trees that are in a 
healthy condition. In the unharvested plot, 62% of trees were identified as AGS. Meanwhile, in the 
harvested stand, 81% of trees present after harvest in 2015 were identified as AGS. The stocking and 
quality differences can be attributed to the partial harvest silvicultural tree marking practices. The 
harvested stand had a trained and certified silvicultural tree marker select trees for removal to target 
a residual crown closure conducive to regenerating white pine, thus resulting in a targeted lower 
residual stocking. In addition, where possible, partial harvest tree marking targets retention of AGS 
trees. Therefore, this would contribute to the higher quality in the residual trees in the harvested 
plot. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Economic Values 
In PSP 1 there have been seven harvest treatment since 1918. These treatments captured a volume 
of 445 m

3
/ha. Additionally, the standing volume of remaining trees in 2015 was 335 m

3
/ha. In total, 

the accrued volume was 800
m3
/ha. The residual trees on PSP 1 are also very large with the over story 

diameters (DBH) ranging from 55-75 cm. Conversely, PSP 2, where there has been no harvesting, had 
a current standing volume of 604 m

3
/ha. Additionally, the overstory trees in this plot have a much 

smaller diameter ranging from 25-55 cm DBH. The mean tree sawlog volume in PSP 1 is 5.1 
m3

 and in 
PSP 2 the mean tree sawlog volume is 1.6 m

3
. Large trees have a much higher economic value that 

small trees. This is because as tree size increases logging costs are reduced, and lumber recovery 
increases with tree size. Based on the increased volume and tree size from PSP 1 it is estimated that 
the existing standing volume and accrued volume would be worth approximately $56,000/ha on the 
stump. PSP 2 with smaller diameters and a lower total volume per ha produced would be worth an 
estimated $24,000/ha. These estimates are in 2022 dollars and do not account for the fact that some 
additional value from PSP 1 was earned decades earlier. 
 

White Pine Acceptable Growing Stock (AGS) 
White Pine (forked) Unacceptable Growing 

Stock (UGS) 

https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/White-Pine-Acceptable-Growing-Stock-AGS.jpg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/White-Pine-forked-Unacceptable-Growing-Stock-UGS.jpg
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Social Values 
One of the most important values provided by old forests are the social values that they represent. 
This is a difficult value to quantify, as the definition of old forests and the important values they 
represent vary widely. For some, the definition of old growth is simply an age. For others, it is a 
forest condition. Many associate the old forest definition with large, tall trees. Regardless of oneõs 
definition of old growth, PSP 1 represents a forest with larger, straighter, trees that have large 
crowns that might stimulate feelings of awe compared to PSP 2. The overall state of PSP 2 has 
declining wood volume since 1998. However, PSP 1 continues to produce positive net growth and 
has 81% healthy AGS trees that were continuing to store carbon, while PSP 2 had become a carbon 
source. PSP 2, however, has more downed woody material which will lead to higher biodiversity of 
species that thrive on decaying wood. 

PSP 1 Canopy 

PSP 1 Canopy (photo credit: Jen Dickman) 

PSP 2 Canopy 

PSP 2 Canopy (photo credit: Jen Dickman) 

https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/PSP-1-Canopy.jpg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/2023-3-31-9.25.58.369.jpeg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/PSP-2-Canopy.jpg
https://www.cif-ifc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/2023-3-31-9.25.59.994.jpeg
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Summary 
PSP 1 and 2 in the Petawawa Research Forest allow a long-term case study of different management 
of an eastern pine forest. The rigorous scientific methodology, following growth and mortality of 
tagged trees, over a 104-year span, allowing us to report on two very different paths of stand 
development. 
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By: Roger Miller and Fred Holmes  
 
Editorõs Note: Part 2 of the Narrative is scheduled to appear 
in Forestory, Volume 14, Issue 2, Fall, 2023. 
 
In 2017, Roger Miller and Fred Holmes published Pinus 
Strobus, The Commercial Pine Sawmills of the North 
Channel and Georgian Bay, 1852-1930õs, A Chronology 
that followed 24 sawmill sites from their birth to cessation. 
With prompting from Laurentian University Professor 
Mark Kuhlberg, here is our Executive Summary as a 
narrative. 
 
The Thompson Sawmill at Sturgeon Bay set the motion of 
entitlement that contributed to the early sawmills being 
erected. Samuel Jarvis, former Indian Superintendent 
(1836-1845), and member of the Family Compact bought 
lots from War of 1812 veterans to accumulate 200 acres 
on which Charles Thompson built a water powered 
sawmill about one mile up the Sturgeon River in 1848. 
Following Jarvisõ death in 1857, his widow later sold the 

mill to successor owners from Batavia, New York. The sawmill eventually became owned by James 
Playfair of Midland and in 1891 it was destroyed by fire. A shingle mill replaced it but by 1899 it was 
dismantled and moved to Midland. In 1874 on adjacent lands, Wm. Tanner of Fonthill, Ontario, built 
a steam sawmill on the eastern side of Sturgeon Bay and operations continued through successor 
owner, Manley Chew, until it was 
destroyed by fire in 1913. 
 
Port Severnõs sawmill began as a water 
powered sawmill built by the Province 
of Canada government in 1830 for the 
First Nation living on the Coldwater 
Reserve. This was part of the 
experiment to change the First Nation 
people from their way of life. By 1836, 
the First Nation surrendered the 
sawmill and it sat vacant until 
purchased in 1850 by Wm. B. 
Robinson of Toronto. Operated by 
various parties, it continued until hit by lightning in August 1896 with the resulting fire destroying 
the sawmill, store, and storehouse. With only an estimated two-year log supply remaining, it was not 
rebuilt. Sadly, the road warriors on the southern Ontario to Muskoka-Parry Sound cottage run likely 
have no idea what a large operation once existed on both sides of Highway 400 at the Severn River 
overpass. Schooners, tugs, and long wharfs once defined the waterfront and, on an island, upriver of 
todayõs locks, sat the sawmill and its old beer bottle shaped burner.  
 
The first sawmills were built in Canada West before the Dominion of Canada was constituted on 
July 1, 1867. J.W. Keating, Indian Agent and a Provincial Land Surveyor (PLS) was described by 
Rhonda Telford, PhD. in a Carleton University Library holding as a corrupt sycophant. Keating was 
also a member of William M. Robinsonõs team negotiating the Robinson Huron Treaty of 1850 and in 

(Continued on page 13) 

tLb¦{ {¢wh.¦{τ¢ƘŜ bŀǊǊŀǝǾŜ 

Mill at Port Severn, 1895. 

Pinus strobus or Eastern White Pine. 
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Dr. Telfordõs words, the man 
responsible for changing the treaty text 
word leagues to miles thus shrinking 
the size of each First Nation reserve. 
Keating obviously knew Samuel Jarvis, 
a man whose name adorns a major 
artery in Toronto. 
 
As a PLS, Keating was well familiar with 
the north channel shoreline, reserve 
boundaries and streams that could 
power a sawmill. Though his motivation 
was not understood, Keating and 
partner Davis of Chatham built and 
operated a water powered sawmill on 
the Beaverstone River which emptied into Beaverstone Bay on todayõs Small Craft Route Chart 2204, 
the Byng Inlet to Killarney run, west of Point Grondine. Keating had applied for a timber license in 
February 1851, just months after the signing of the Robinson Huron Treaty. Timber licenses for the 
north shore were not granted until 1871, but this was Canada West and Keating acted as if he had a 
license. The Diary of Duncan Macdonald, a man of many hats over his life, noted that the timber was 
on First Nations land. A spring freshet took out their dam and a sale to Wadell and Murray of 
Goderich gave these men a sawmill and no power. They promptly moved the sawmill machinery west 
to adjacent Collins Inlet at the mouth of the Mahzenazing River and by 1855 were exporting lumber 
to U.S. ports. Ownership of the sawmill changed hands often through to 1918 when the sawmill and 
box factory were destroyed by fire and not rebuilt by then owner, Collingwoodõs Charles Pitt. 
 
In todayõs world of plastic bags/containers and cardboard it is easy to forget that wood boxes 
preceded these. Box factories used wood leftovers from making lumber to construct boxes that 
contained staples such as fresh iced fish, apples, eggs wrapped in sawdust etc. Most sawmills would 
have constructed a box factory at some point with some including a shingle mill. 
 
Was he a dabbler? William Basil Hamilton (First Mayor of the Town of Collingwood, 1858) acquired 
timber limits on the Musquash River with a mill first located near the first falls in 1853. Situated deep 
in the Cognashene area north of Honey Harbour, these falls disappear when Georgian Bay rises in its 
cycles. Local cottagers and recreational boaters are familiar with this sawmill site and snorkelers can 
swim over the sunken vessels left behind when the mill closed in 1895. Cris Kohlõs book Dive Ontario 

gives vessel specifics for the curious. 
Hamilton sold in 1857 to Charles Kelly of 
Hamilton but imagine Kellyõs shock 
when he learned that Hamilton had not 
bought the land the mill stood on. 
 
I suggest Hamilton was a dabbler, not 
the first in those early years of 
harvesting Pinus strobus. Eventually this 
location became known as Muskoka 
Mills and continued through various 
owners before being forced to close due 
to sawdust pollution affecting fish 
spawning grounds. This sawmill had no 
sawdust burner and instead filled back 
bays, letting some get dispersed by the 

(Continued from page 12) 

(Continued on page 14) 

Collins Inlet Sawmill. 

River Drivers Near Blind River. 
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Musquash River current. 
 
Blind River was another early sawmill, starting in 1853 with production output sold to the copper 
mining community at Bruce Mines. With a few hiccups, Blind River grew with multiple owners and in 
1899, an influx of Americans built a sawmill on the west branch of the Blind River, the 1853 sawmill 
and successors being on the east branch. Today, this American built sawmill still stands and sits idle 
as a visual testament to Blind Riverõs 
past. Its iron burner attracts the curious, 
especially those who have never seen a 
real burner. Logs came down the 
Mississagi and Blind Rivers. The 
American built mill was, by 1936, 
Canadian owned and operated to 1969, 
giving Blind River a span of 116 years 
inclusive of short stoppages. 
 
In 1856, two surveyors, Wm. & James 
Gibson were granted 100 square miles 
of timber on the Sequin River in lieu of 
payment for survey work. They opened 
a water-powered sawmill at the river 
mouth and created the community of 
Parry Sound. In 1863 the Gibsons sold 
to James & Wm. Beatty of Thorold and 
the Beattys put Parry Sound on the map. To prevent liquor consumption, the Beatty covenant was 
added to each deed in the town site which prevented the sale of liquor on the premises. This mill in 
its final form was closed in 1910 and destroyed by fire in 1917 and not rebuilt. Two other sawmills 
continued before closing in 1915 and 1921. 
 
In 1860, a sketchy operation commenced on the Serpent River, upstream from the north channel. 
Surveyor records and a community ònewspaperó, the Bush News, noted dwellings at the first bend of 
the river and by 1866 the bark Thermutis had unloaded 2 million board feet at Detroit. With the 
Indian Office, Ottawa, running a timber auction October 31, 1871, it was obvious by 1872, that this 
sawmill owned by Walsh & Lovey had not secured timber licenses. The Census of 1871 confirmed a 

40 hp steam sawmill cutting 11,000 
logs. By 1872 the owners abandoned 
their sawmill. 
 
Also in 1860, Wm. Hall of Hamilton 
built a steam powered sawmill at 
Waubaushene which was to become 
the future headquarters of the 
Georgian Bay Lumber Co., an empire to 
be formed by American citizen 
alphabet A.G.P. Dodge, Anson Green 
Phelps Dodge. Dodge had visions of a 
lumber consortium and began his 
moves, initially by building a steam 
powered sawmill in 1869 on Byng 
Inletõs south shore, aptly named Byng 
Inlet. Then he started to buy into 
existing sawmill enterprises 
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commencing in 1869 when he bought out Peter Christie at Port Severn, July 1870 when he bought 
out Wm. Hall at Waubaushene, April 1871 when he bought out Laramy & Co. at Sturgeon Bay, 
August 1871 when he bought into Collingwood Mills and 1872 when he bought into the Parry Sound 
Lumber Co., becoming its President. 
 
The lumber market crashed in 1871 and by 1873, Dodge was in sufficient dire financial straits that his 
father, Wm. Earl Dodge, took over his sonõs affairs to protect his own financial interests. The need for 
financial liquidity led to the sale of the Dodgeõs Sturgeon Bay interests in 1874, the Parry Sound 
interests in 1877, the Byng Inlet interests in 1892, and the Collingwood interests in 1894, leaving only 
Port Severn and Waubaushene as the active sawmills by the end of 1894. With the 1896 loss of the 
Port Severn sawmill, only Waubaushene remained in production until 1920 when it ran out of logs. 
 
Ignoring those sawmills whose life was 
cut short by fire and not rebuilt, the 
typical operating sawmill lifespan was 
between 51 and 68 years. Owen Sound 
was unique, operating for 78 years 
with one sawmill remaining under the 
same family name for the full duration, 
being Harrison.  
 
Sawmills powered their saws by either 
water turbine or steam driven engines. 
Eight Samson Turbine Water Wheels 
manufactured by Dickey, Neil & Co. of 
Toronto powered the Port Severn 
sawmill. On its fourth floor, Science 
North in Sudbury has a user activated 
plexiglass model of a turbine water 
wheel. The òold countryó water wheels 
captured in so many paintings couldnõt supply the necessary horsepower to hungry lumber 
entrepreneurs needing quantity in a short season to sustain their business model. The prevalent 
power source became steam driven engines using the refuse from their cuttings and their sawdust, 
and, in later years, coal. 
 
Getting timber to our 24 sawmills involved water, either rivers or log towing tugs. Graves, Bigwood & 

Co. (Byng Inlet) in its later years also 
used rail cars to bring logs in from their 
Pointe au Baril holdings. 
 
Tugs were first owned by individual 
sawmill owners and as the years 
progressed, pooling among them 
became common. This led to 
outsourcing of towing and a James 
Playfair affiliate company became very 
active post 1900. The tug Strathbogie 
was a prominent name among the 
fleet. 
 
Outside of Blind River and Owen 
Sound, all the other sawmills had 
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ceased operation by the early 1930s. 
Some went violently by fire although 
the timing appeared suspicious in 
retrospect. The game was changing, 
coal became the fuel of choice, 
freighters were migrating to steel hulls 
and bulk cargos, wooden schooners 
were relegated to being towed as 
barges and the First World War 
depleted manpower, horses and 
directed iron firstly to the war effort. 
We often forget that horses were a 
significant ally in the war effort in 
Europe but for the lumbermen, the 
sawmills couldnõt operate without 
them. Horses were frequently auctioned 
off by the rail car load each spring from 
sawmills such as Blind River from 1912-
1915, Spragge selling 400 bush horses 
in 1914, Byng Inlet auctioning 20 horses 
in 1920 at the Union Stock Yards Horse 
Exchange in Toronto, and Midlandõs 
Mason & Co. in March 1923 selling 60 
bush horses. The loss of horses due to 
accidents such as drowning after 
breaking through the ice or a stable 
going up in flames as happened in 
Owen Sound, May 1908, killing 17 
heavy draught horses had the power to 
significantly reduce a sawmillõs cut if 
not close the mill temporarily.  
 
Fire consumed many mills that were 
then rebuilt with a number only to burn 
again. Nine of our 24 sawmills 
succumbed to fire and were not rebuilt: 
Port Severn (1896), Sturgeon Bay 
(1913), Algoma Mills (1918), Collins 
Inlet (1918), John Island (1918), Parry 
Sound (1921), Cutler (1923), Brennen 
Harbour (1924) and Spragge (1933). 
Other reasons to close were: too 
costly-Blind River, Aird Island; ran out 
of timber sources-Little Current, 
Michaelõs Bay, Owen Sound, 
Waubaushene; more return on 
investment through coal, shipbuilding- 
Collingwood, Midland; not profitable- 
Byng Inlet, French River, 
Penetanguishene, Thessalon, Victoria 
Harbour. Muskoka Mills was a forced 
closure and Serpent River was a sketchy 
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