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Chair’s Message 

By: Jim Farrell 

 
I admit that I am stuck on a weather theme. It’s the first week of April, the maple sap run has pretty 
much wound up in most places around here, the tulips are up about three inches in the front garden, 
the cardinals are frisky (not those ones!) and there is a howling blizzard out there that’s been 
battering Ottawa for 12 hours and is forecast to continue until tomorrow morning. An April 
snowstorm is nothing unusual, but after a record warm winter with very little precipitation, it is 
uncommon and yet another reminder that things are changing, and the past is no longer a reliable 
predictor of the future…certainly where weather is concerned.  
 
Since our last Issue of Forestory we have had an article on the fall forest history tour in the Hanover-
West Grey area published in the Spring 2024 issue of The Ontario Woodlander https://
www.ontariowoodlot.com/Library and the highly detailed tour guide is being published in this 
journal, Forestory Forestory Journal (fhso.ca) and on our website. 
 
In January, 2024, we convened a virtual ‘Special Meeting’ of members to seek approval for revised 
Articles of Incorporation and new by-laws to align with the requirements of the new Ontario Not-for-
profit Corporations Act and to confirm approval for our new name, Forest History Ontario, all of 
which is now approved by the Ontario government.  
 
Our February virtual Annual Meeting marked a record attendance of over 40. In addition to the 
regular business meeting of approving reports and budgets, we heartily thanked two Directors 
rotating off (Rob Galloway and Dolf Wynia) and welcomed a new Director, Greg Pawson. A new 
feature this year was the addition of a guest speaker, Dr Martin Fairbank, Martin Fairbank | 
Consulting | Resolute Roots author | Montreal, Canada | Home who provided a brilliant history (1820-
2020) of Resolute Forest Products, based on his book, Resolute Roots. Martin’s presentation is on our 
website. 
 
As of 2024, FHO is now officially part of the annual Forests Ontario Conference and this year’s 
gathering was held on February 28 in Vaughn, Ontario. We planned and delivered one of the 
concurrent panels entitled “Changing Forest Landscapes” attracting over 100 forest history 
supporters. Moderated by Dr. Amelie Roberge, Director General, Canadian Wood Fibre Centre, 
Canadian Forest Service (Ottawa) the panel included three speakers: 
• Lacey Rose R.P.F., County Forester, County of Renfrew who spoke on the history of human 

impacts on forest landscapes in Renfrew County. 
• Dr Dave Martel, Professor Emeritus, University of Toronto who presented on a history of Ontario 

fire management policies and strategies over the last 100 years. 
• Ken Farr, Manager, Science Integration, Canadian Forest Service 
(Ottawa) provided a fascinating timeline of forest and tree changes over 
the millennia, driven by invasive pests.  
 
While the presentations were not recorded, we will have their slide decks 
posted on our website. In addition, Board Director and Treasurer Brooke 
McClelland stepped in to save the book sale (Terry Schwan, the founder 
and manager, was laid up at home nursing a bad ankle) raising funds for 
the Frank A. MacDougall Forest History Trust Fund.  
 
Plans are underway for a June 14 forest history tour in the Guelph area and 

(Continued on page 4) 
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information will be posted on our website and has been distributed to members.   
 
I am delighted to announce that we have recently welcomed three new corporate sponsors: York 
Region, the Ontario Forest Industries Association, and the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry. Keep an eye on our website as we recognize their contributions. As a volunteer 
organization we rely entirely on members to organize events, contribute articles and stories, and 
deliver activities, and are very grateful for all their work and all members for their ongoing support. I 
again remind you that we have a very functional ‘DONATE’ button on our website and encourage 
you to give it a whirl.  
 
Enjoy another great read and deepest thanks to Editor Caroline for all her hard work and creativity.  

 

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

Twitter: https://twitter.com/FHSOntario 

(Continued from page 3) 
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By: Michael Rosen, R.P.F. 
 

The following article was first published in the Northland Post (Cochrane, ON) on May 4, 1988, for 
National Forest Week (which was still in May at that time). The author was a Forester-in-Training with 
the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and researched his article through the Ministry archives and 
personal communication with employees. Note that the names of the government departments, 
companies etc. reflect how they were known at that time.  

 

Forestry, the MNR and the development of the Cochrane area have all been interlinked since the 
beginning of the 20

th
 century. Even though it has gone through many organizational and name 

changes, the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources has played a very important role in guiding the 
development of the resource industries in this part of Ontario. As part of National Forest Week, this 
article will attempt to briefly trace the development of forest management and the forest industry 
within the Cochrane area. 

 

Early History 

Little was known about the forests of this area 
prior to 1900. Brief descriptions appear as part of 
the diaries of the early French and English 
explorers who were exploring this area for their 
respective governments and companies in search 
of furs. Real development did not take place until 
the decision by the government of Ontario to 
attempt to survey and settle this area in the early 
years of the 20

th
 century. 

 

The Era of the First Settlements 
(1900-1920) 

Forestry, agriculture, hydro-electric development, 
the expansion of the railways and the first mining 
enterprises all developed at the same time and 
were all inherently linked and interdependent on 
each other. In 1898 A. Niven, Ontario Land 
Surveyor was responsible for surveying a line from 
Georgian Bay to James Bay. The surveying of this 
line (which today is known as Niven’s Meridian) 
was part of a huge effort to map and estimate the 
geological, agricultural and forestry potential of 
the entire northeast part of Ontario which, at that 
time, had remained unknown. As a result of this 
survey (which was done at the cost of $40,000, 
quite a large sum of money in 1898) it was 
decided by the Ontario government to build the 

(Continued on page 6) 

A History of Forestry in the Cochrane District 

Abitibi Bridge on Highway 653, built in 1922. 
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Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway from North Bay to New Liskeard, linking with Cochrane 
in 1907. This activity, coupled with the silver strikes in the Haileybury area and gold strikes in the 
Porcupine-Matheson area meant that a “boom” was under way as a host of prospectors, farmers, 
lumbermen and assorted “entrepreneurs” commenced to formally settle the region. 

The first commercial timber operations in this area related to railway expansion. Railway ties and 
bridge timbers were produced at sawmills shortly after the establishment of the town of Cochrane 
(1908). The combination of an extremely dry summer, extensive land clearing, logging operations 
and prospecting activities led to the outbreak of the Great Porcupine Fire in 1911. The Cochrane 
portion of this fire destroyed practically all of the town of Cochrane and destroyed many homes in 
the outlying areas as well. Over 2 million hectares (or 5.5 million acres) of forest land was burnt in 
this catastrophe. 

In 1912 S.O. Ogilvie and F.H. Anson of Montreal negotiated to take control of what was then known 
as the Lake Abitibi limits. Construction of a paper mill and townsite in Iroquois Falls on the Abitibi 
River began in 1912 with the mill commencing production in 1914. This mill represented the first 
such facility for the burgeoning Abitibi Power and Paper Co. Ltd. (which became Abitibi-Price Inc. 
and eventually Resolute Forest Products). The young company was farsighted enough to establish 
the first tree nursey in the Claybelt area – commencing construction in 1911 and going into full 
production in 1919. Evidence of out plantings from the Teefy township nursery can be seen in many 
areas adjacent to the townsite in Teefy township. A major sawmill/planing mill was established in 
Kendry and Haggart townships (now Smooth Rock Falls) by the New Ontario Development Co. in 
1913. In 1916 a sulphite pulp mill was constructed by the Mattagami Pulp and Paper Co. in Smooth 
Rock Falls. This mill, complete with a generating station, was acquired by the Abitibi Power and 
Paper Co. in 1927. 

With the continuing land clearing and logging operations, another season of dry weather meant that 
another major fire known as the Matheson Fire, began in 1916. This fire was even larger than the one 
in 1911 consuming a further 2.5 million hectares (or 6.4 million acres) and taking 223 lives with 
extensive property damage. As a result of this last fire the Ontario government decided that a 
system of fire protection had to be instituted. Originally the system was designed so that timber 
licensees and pulp concessionaires would pay a flat rate for fire protection. The collection of the 
money for fire protection purposes led to the initiation of the fire ranger system and eventually to 
the creation of the Department of Lands and Forests. 

Fire protection, timber licensing and public lands administration were the prime responsibilities of 
the Ontario Forestry Branch in 1910. In Northern Ontario there were three Territorial Inspectorates of 
which one was in Cochrane. The Cochrane Inspectorate administered six separate Chief Rangers who 
oversaw the Districts of Cochrane, Abitibi, Timmins, Matheson, and New Liskeard. Therefore, the 
present-day system of Cochrane containing two offices, one for the Region (which was originally the 
“Inspectorate”) and the other for the District (as it is called today) had its roots in 1910. 

Finally, in 1920, two separate provincial departments were created: the Department of Mines and the 
Department of Lands and Forests. The main preoccupation with the Department of Lands and 
Forests at that time was the prevention of fires. This was accomplished by means of a system of Fire 
Rangers who directly patrolled (on the ground) a given area. Chronicles left by C. A. Stanbury (1922) 
portray the lifestyle of the Fire Ranger: 

“On receiving notification by letter of my appointment as a fire ranger..…at Cochrane on May 15, 1922 
I reported to Chief Ranger Tom Corrigan at 8 a.m. and was outfitted with a Velocipede No. 16, one tent 
7’ x 9’, one cyclone wood stove, two water pails, one axe, one grubhoe, batching dishes for one man, 
one ground sheet, three pairs of blankets, two fire permit books, a monthly diary, a number of Fire 
Posters in French and English, a torch for grass burning, and a set of fire report forms..…I received 
instructions that my patrol was the Canadian National Railway from Mileage 12 to 26.…in the 
townships of Calder, Colquhoun, and Bradburn….I did not have to use the tent for which I was very 

(Continued from page 5) 

(Continued on page 7) 
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thankful, as that year at Driftwood there was an infestation of grass snakes..…A rough road with plenty 
of corduroy extended from Cochrane to Driftwood; there was no road connection with Smooth Rock 
Falls….Entertainment in the settlements consisted mostly of schoolhouse dances, socials, fishing and 
berry picking. Of course, the scarcity of money made home brew and dandelion wine quite popular…. 
[”] 

 

The Expansion of the Forest Industry: 1920-1960 

Pseudo-settlers and bush farms (sometimes called “bogus settlers”) were the most common type of 
loggers in the 1920s and even into the 30s. In many cases it meant the occupation of homesteader’s 
land (allegedly for agriculture) only to strip it for the sake of pulpwood or larger timber. After this 
high grading was finished, abandonment was the final step. This practice was common in the 
Cochrane area with settlers staying only long enough to strip the timber and move on to a 
permanent home in Southern Ontario. 

Up until this point no logging operations existed in the District north of the National 
Transcontinental (now called CN) tracks except for land cleared for agriculture. This all changed with 
the establishment in 1926 of the Hawk Lake Lumber Co. in various townships 20 to 30 miles north of 
Cochrane adjacent to the newly built railroad tracks of the Temiskaming and Northern Ontario 
Railroad (now called the Ontario Northland Railway). In 1929 the Cochrane Inspectorate was again 
re-organized and reduced to four Chief Ranger Districts – Cochrane, Abitibi, Timmins and Matheson. 
Also in 1929 was the construction of Ontario’s first drainage experiment for forestry purposes. This 
was a cooperative effort between Abitibi Power and Paper and the Department of Lands and Forests, 
which used primarily Finnish immigrant labour to manually dig over four miles of ditches in 
saturated black muck soil. This project marked the beginning of a long history of forest research in 
which Cochrane District has led the province. 

Until 1935 the management of timber resources was administered by Crown Timber Agents who 
dealt directly with Head Office (Toronto). This changed when in 1935 the first District Forester and 
Assistant District Forester were named, and all phases of forest management were brought under 
their control. It was in 1935 that A.E. Wicks Ltd. bought out Hawk Lake Lumber, establishing timber 
limits up to mileage 73, adjacent to the Moose River with a sawmill at Moose River Crossing and a 
head office in the same building as the present public library in the town of Cochrane. The stories 
abound about Aarne Wicks, a 
Finnish immigrant who through a 
combination of perseverance, 
good business sense and luck 
built up a thriving business in the 
classic lumber baron (Claybelt 
style, that is) tradition. When 
Wicks died so did his thriving 
company, with those limits 
eventually going to the Howard 
Smith Paper Co. of Cornwall, 
Ontario in the early 1950s. Then, 
in the late 60s these limits went to 
the Ontario Paper Co. of Thorold, 
Ontario (now part of Resolute 
Forest Products). 

Other logging operators, some with registered timber licenses, cut in and around the Cochrane area. 
Such companies as: Devlin and Shier, W. Straehorn, W. Trumbull, M.J. Labelle Co. Ltd., and T.B. 
Skidmore Forest Products all started up and were granted licenses in the 1940s. Small sawmills such 

(Continued from page 6) 

(Continued on page 8) 

A paycheque from A.E. Wicks Limited, a major sawmill complex in 
Cochrane, 1943. 
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as the Blackburn mill in Colquhoun township supplied sawn timber to residents. 

With the formation of the Chapleau, Gogama, and Timiskaming Districts, the land area of Cochrane 
District continued to be consolidated. In 1949 the first timber supervisor was appointed, and in 1950 
the first Management Forester was chosen. This coordinated with the establishment of the District’s 
first MNR-run tree planting projects in 1950. In fact, reforestation was considered so important that 
a Reforestation Supervisor was appointed in 1954. 

The people associated with the then Department of Lands and Forests were at times stern, 
sometimes strict, but usually in some way “colourful”. There was Ted Hall the old District Forester 
from 1954 to 1965 – a big man whose tight-wadded tendencies were legend in the office. Besides 
forcing the District accountant to use both sides of the adding tape to compute the staff’s pay, he 
was also known to travel along the then bumpy road to Timmins to purchase gas during one of the 
town’s “gas wars” – only to find that on his return to Cochrane half the gas had spilled when the 
“jerry cans” overturned in the back of his truck! 

The sixties were a turning point for forest management in Ontario, especially in the North. As tree 
planting began to be undertaken, the development of a whole new technology, that is, the growing, 
handling and planting of trees began in earnest. Ernie Bentley looked after the greenhouses which 
were put up in the District in the early 60s. Ernie, Allan Shier and others improvised and developed a 
variety of heaters, sprinklers, hoses, potting soil mixtures and other gadgets from scratch as there 
was no other place to get these materials cheaply at the time. Al could remember the innovation of 
using black plastic tubing five times as long as was needed on top of the black muck pile beside the 
office (which was used for a potting mixture) to warm the tap water to water the trees. Ernie 
remembers going into the greenhouses in the wee hours of many an early fall morning ready to 
carefully nurture the black and white spruce, and jack pine seedlings only to find a couple of hobos 
curled up around the oil heaters having a good night’s sleep! 

In 1962 the J.W. Fogg Ltd. sawmill and wood chip plant began producing just three miles north of 
Cochrane. Records from this era point with pride to the fact that some 10 million trees were planted 
between the years 1950-1962. This statistic is far less impressive today when one begins to realize 
that this amount is what is planted now in this District in one year! What is really amazing is that in 
those days slightly more wood (1.5 million m

3
 of wood vs. 0.9 million m

3
) was harvested on a yearly 

basis than today! 

 

The Growing Mechanization of the Bush Operations 

Cutting wood has always been regarded as one of the hardest and most difficult ways to make a 
living. This was especially true in the early days of this century when the bucksaw, cordwood pile and 
horse were the symbols of the profession. Although many systems were used, the prevalent one was 
to cut the wood into four-foot lengths in the fall and early winter and hand pile it into cord piles for 
easier scaling. Winter roads were constructed between the leave strips whereby horses equipped 
with large sleighs could haul the wood down to the water whereby it went to the mill by means of 
an annual river drive; or down to the railway tracks where the wood was taken by means of narrow 
gauge trains to the mill yard (as was the case with the Abitibi company). The horses were managed 
by the “barn boss” in the big camps who kept strict control of the health of the animals. Horse 
logging has always been regarded as the cheapest way to extract wood. It was also beneficial for the 
forest because it tended to leave a great deal of advanced growth and young seedlings to form the 
next crop of trees. But, as people lost their ability to use horses, and the need for greater 
productivity came to be, the horse rapidly gave way to other more advanced machinery. 

Come the springtime, the logs were manually peeled by means of large peeling spuds before being 

(Continued from page 7) 

(Continued on page 9) 
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processed by the mill. The use of horses 
rapidly gave way to crawler tractors and 
eventually the skidder in the 1960’s, the 
bucksaw and swede saw gave way to the 
chainsaw in the 1950s, while the 
waterways and railways gave way to the 
cheaper and more dependable truck 
haul. The 4-foot system gave way to 8-
foot, 16-foot, and finally today’s tree-
length and full-tree systems. Today, 
further innovations have replaced the 
chainsaw with mechanized feller-
bunchers (“clippers”) and feller-
forwarders while the skidder has been 
replaced in some locations by feller-
forwarders, tracked forwarders (as in 
Scandinavian countries) and extra wide-
tire skidders. 

But it was in the 1930s that men such as 
Bill Froud first started out with the 
Department. Patrolling the river systems 
by canoe, Bill was originally responsible 
for such things as enforcing fire permits, 
scaling company wood, and checking hunters for poached moose. Bill eventually became the Deputy 
Chief Ranger at Wade Lake Division and was known for his love of the bush and his “unusual” 
interviewing style. These “interviews” of which the young Bill Watson was subjected to, consisted of a 
barrage of questions, mostly concerning the applicants’ preferences of alcoholic beverage. Needless 
to say, Bill Froud was known not to hire many teetotalers! 

 

From the 1960s and Beyond 

Changes continued to occur in the administration and operations of forestry within the Cochrane 
area. At its peak (in the late 50s and early 60s) up to 2,000 men in 77 operations were working in the 
bush cutting, slashing, “rossing” (or de-barking) peeling, piling, loading, and driving to get the 
pulpwood and sawn timber to the mill and market. 

In 1960 the Leitch Township Research Area was established opposite the Gardiner ferry by the 
Department’s Research Branch, Toronto. A Research Forester (Walter Stanek) was employed to head 
this “crack research unit” with the young Gordon Clermont and Olavi Liimatainen as his willing 
assistants. Many out plantings of various species of trees as well as site preparation techniques were 
established at this time. Clermont and Cam Flood (who were Forest Rangers at that time) have many 
fond (and not so fond) memories of working with the German ex-patriate Stanek. Stanek was a man 
who thought nothing of going to work each day in his WW2 German Officer’s overcoat and black 
boots a mere nine years after the war’s end when kind comments about the German Army were not 
commonly heard! 

Eventually the Research Forester position was taken over by J.K. (Mickey) McEwen. These were also 
the days of much new work in site preparation (prior to planting). Trials were done with the Madge 
Roto clear, shear blading and prescribed burning, especially in the Fournier strip cut blocks which are 
of great renown in Ontario. 

In 1963 Cochrane Enterprises Ltd., a division of Normick Perron Inc. of La Sarre, Quebec (now part of 

(Continued from page 8) 

(Continued on page 10) 

Walter Stanek (1926-2012) was a forest researcher who worked 
for OMNR and CFS. Walter was a Sudeten German (born in 

Czechoslovakia, served in the German army, and came to Canada 
in 1956). In Ontario he worked on drainage and black spruce in 
Leitch Twp near Cochrane. Walter completed his Masters at the 

University of Toronto under Ken Armson. The photo is of Walter 
with the Nellie Lake Scots pine. 
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West Fraser Timber) opened a poplar plywood manufacturing plant employing 160 people in the 
town of Cochrane. Nineteen sixty-eight saw the elimination of the Wade Lake Division as a Chief 
Ranger Administration Office while in 1970 the new Cochrane Chief Ranger Office (the present-day 
MNR office) was completed. The Canadian Forestry Service under agreement with the Department, 
established their field station at Wade Lake. This station proved to be the staging grounds for some 
very important forest research on the forests of the Claybelt. 

The 70s saw a quick progression of events when in 1971 lookout towers were abandoned in favour 
of aerial detection, the last horse was used to skid wood by Abitibi-Price Inc. and the Ontario 
Department of Lands and Forests reorganized to become the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. 

As a result of this reorganization, Cochrane District was separated out from Moosonee and Timmins 
as the Districts became smaller, and more streamlined, with employees reporting to Supervisors and 
a District Manager instead of to Deputies and Chief Rangers, and a District Forester. 

There were other people well-known to the community as well: Bill Foreman, the man who always 
loved a good time, Lloyd Eckel, the ladies’ man, and Bert Hutchinson, who may have been both but 
was best known as the Mayor of Lowbush and last Chief Ranger of Cochrane District. Bert, as 
everyone knows, loved to have a good time – so much of a good time in fact that he has been 
known to make quick exits from staff Christmas parties in a rather unusual way – out the 2

nd
 floor 

window! From then on, when it came to making out-of-town hotel reservations, they made sure it 
was for the ground floor… 

Further industrial expansion occurred in the 1970s when a stud mill opened as part of Abitibi’s 
Smooth Rock Falls pulp mill, and Normick Perron opened a new sawmill beside their plywood mill in 
Cochrane which employed another 250 people. 

The 1980s have continued to be interesting ones for forestry in this area. The reforestation effort was 
stepped up during the 80s with the advent of the Forest Management Agreement (F.M.A.) and the 
first privatized containerized seedling greenhouses. Abitibi-Price Inc. signed the province’s first 
F.M.A. in 1980 and at present plant some 5.6. million seedlings in Cochrane District. The Quebec and 
Ontario Paper Co. (whose mill is in Thorold, Ontario) later signed a similar agreement making these 
companies for the first time in Ontario’s history responsible for all regeneration and planning on 
Crown land. 

The increasing privatization of tree planting to the point where approximately nine million seedlings 
are planted by F.M.A. companies and another three million by contractors to the M.N.R., has had a 
large effect in changing the nature of the work within the District and the employment of seasonal 
labourers. Further efforts have been made to extend the role of research work within the District as a 
variety of new trials looking into such topics as clonal forestry, growth and yield analysis and forest 
drainage have been recently established through the MNR’s Northern Forest Development Group. 
Lately, the Abitibi-Price pulp mill in Smooth Rock Falls has been sold to Malette Kraft of Timmins, 
with the closing of the stud mill part of the complex. At present the forest management program in 
Cochrane District continues to be a mainstay of the area’s economy. 

Approximately 12 million trees are planted on 5,201 ha (12,852 acres) in this District with another 
1,592 ha (3,934 acres) regenerating by natural means. With 972,600 m

3
 cut in this District each year 

the forest industry represents a stable and important part of the area’s livelihood. 

 

People Make The MNR 

The history of the Cochrane area has been quickly tied in with the history of the Department of 
Lands and Forests, the forest industry, and now the Ministry of Natural Resources. It is the people 
who have always made this organization special, with this tradition continuing to this day. When we 
think of the importance of our forests to this area let us not forget the loggers, mill workers and 

(Continued from page 9) 

(Continued on page 11) 
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MNR staff who give this industry its special place. 

 

Author’s update (2024) 

Although the pulp mills in Iroquois Falls, Smooth Rock Falls and Thorold closed, (in 2014, 2006 and 
2017 respectively) wood continues to be cut and forest products continue to be produced in Cochrane 
District with an average of 812,000 m

3
 of wood cut per year (vs. 972,600 m

3
 when the article was 

written almost 40 years ago). Mills within the Town of Cochrane include Rockshield Engineered Wood 
Products (poplar veneer) and Green First Forest Products (conifer sawmill). Outside of Cochrane, wood 
from the District is directed towards the Georgia-Pacific mill in Englehart (poplar-oriented strand 
board), Interfor in Timmins (softwood sawmill), Rosko Forestry, Kirkland Lake (conifer sawmill) and 
Scierie Landrienne, Landrienne, Québec (conifer sawmill). The forests are managed by the Abitibi River 
Forest Management Inc. under license to the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry. By far 
the most striking difference is the change in the number of forestry staff within the offices of the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry who presently employ four forestry staff in principally an 
audit/communication role as opposed to over 25 in the early 80s when I wrote this article. 

(Continued from page 10) 
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By: John Bacher  
 
The Trent watershed of southern Ontario in the Canadian Shield region experienced a dramatic 
transition from ruin to recovery. On the eve of the First World War, it was considered “liable to total 
destruction”, with about a fifth of the region being reduced to barren rock from the repeated burns 
caused by forest fires. [1] 

The story of the Trent watershed’s success was reasonably representative of many regions in Eastern 
North America in the transition from what historians describe as the “Gilded Age” to the “Progressive 
Era.” It was similar to the explosive restoration of forest cover on lands which the best science of 
agronomy would demonstrate were not suited for agriculture. Such lands include wetlands, 
floodplains, hills, steep slopes, and rocky areas such as the Canadian Shield with thin soils. [2] 

The struggle to restore the Trent Watershed, like similar conflicts throughout Eastern North America 
was full of controversy, setbacks, and debate. It was similar to contemporary controversies on the 
issue of climate change, where denial of basic science is at the heart of debate. Debates were intense 

over issues such as if white pine trees 
could regenerate after logging, if forest 
cover was related to the stream flow 
and if it was economically sensible to 
farm marginal agricultural lands. In 
Canada the cause of science lead 
reform was championed by the 
Commission of Conservation which 
sponsored the Trent watershed study. 
Although strongly supported by Prime 
Ministers Sir Wilfred Laurier, and Sir 
William Bordon, the Commission was 
abolished through federal legislation in 
1919.  

One of the most notable signs of this 
intense science debate and denial was 
the exile from any advisory role with 
the provincial government of the 
University of Toronto Forestry 
Professor, the first graduate of a 
Canadian forestry educational program, 
James White. He was one of the 
authors of the Commission of 
Conservation’s Trent Watershed Survey, 
which provided the basis for the 
watershed’s rehabilitation. White’s fate 
was similar to that of the Wisconsin 
Chief Forester, Edward Merriam Griffith, 
who was driven out of the state for his 
commitment to scientific forestry 
principles. [3] 

What sparked the effort to rehabilitate 
the Trent watershed was the threat 
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posed to the Trent Canal and the industries it supported. One of the authors of the Trent survey, the 
then Dean of Forestry at the University of Toronto, B. E. Fernow, summed up the crisis it faced. 
Fernow warned that deforestation in the Trent watershed had created a situation that was “a menace 
to the industries which have developed” that “utilize the water powers of the watershed.” [4] 

The great investment of the federal government in building the Trent Canal appeared to be on the 
verge of becoming worthless, as its watershed was rapidly degrading to a barren rock situation. The 
crisis created broad support for the Trent watershed survey among business and political leaders. 
One was the Member of Parliament, (MP) for the region, John Hampton Burnham. His father, John 
Burnham, had earlier served as the MP for Peterborough. [5] 

When, in 1913, Fernow took charge of the Trent Survey, he was at the height of a distinguished 
career which had been instrumental in bringing the profession of Forestry to North America. Born in 
Germany where he had served as a forester, he emigrated to the United States so his marriage, and 
later, family, could develop tranquilly without the hostility of his relatives. His marriage to the former 
Olivia Reynolds was quite successful producing five children. The couple saw the emerging forestry 
profession on the North American continent become their extended family. Fernow consciously 
sought to give the forests of North America a similar level of professional protection by trained 
foresters as those of Europe.[6] 

Before undertaking the Trent 
Survey Fernow had worked on 
forest studies of other regions for 
the Commission of Conservation, in 
partnership with his co-authors, 
James White, and Clifford Howe. 
Together they undertook studies of 
the forests of New Brunswick and 
Nova Scotia. In these earlier studies 
the authors did not give any 
indication of who among them 
wrote the various passages. The 
text in the Trent Watershed survey, 
however, gives some author guides. 
Fernow wrote the passages about 
economics, Howe those on 
ecology, while White was the 
watershed’s social worker. White 
had earlier seen poverty traps on 
poor soil not suited for farming in 
the Maritimes. Here farms had been 
abandoned over the past half 
century on a massive scale through 
a bitter experience of economic 
reality.  

Howe is a sadly forgotten figure in 
the remarkable ecological 
restoration of Eastern North 
America. He was one of the first on 
the continent to obtain a PhD in 
ecology. After graduating with his 
doctorate from the University of 
Chicago in 1898, Howe became an 
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instructor at the first forestry school in North America. This was founded by a German forester, Carl 
Schenck, on the estate of John Vanderbilt in Biltmore, North Carolina. His role as Schenck’s assistant 
helped him understand the basics of forestry. The school produced heroic graduates such as the 
savior of Wisconsin, Edward Merriam Griffith. [7] 

Fernow found the worst consequence of deforestation in the Trent watershed to be the creation of 
what he found were “nearly 150,000 acres of …desert”. These barren rocky lands were found in the 
Townships of Methuen, Anstruther and Burleigh. Additional barrens in a menacing “beginning” 
condition were found sprinkled throughout the watershed. [8] 

White, Howe and Fernow stressed how the rocks of the Canadian Shield produced thin soils 
vulnerable to erosion. Their study of the Trent photographed a natural Canadian Shield beautiful 
rock barren, contrasting it with the ugly scars of human intervention after 1836.  

Poetically White, Fernow and Howe borrowed from the Greek language to describe the Canadian 
Shield. It is more commonly described as the oldest Pre Cambrian rock formation. They used the 
Greek word “Archean”, to describe these ancient rocks. These they warned “were not easily 
disintegrated.” [9] 

Fernow found that the thin soils which 
formerly supported a “magnificent 
pinery”, dominated by tall white pines, 
were vulnerable to erosion. This had 
been induced by excessively intense 
logging, which removed forest canopy, 
and agriculture. The thin soils over the 
Archean rocks were “easily washed into 
streams”. This was triggered by even 
relatively low impact agricultural 
techniques such as what agronomists 
termed “rough pasture.” Worse 
consequences came from more intensive 
cropping. Erosion had turned most of the 
watershed into a bleak “irredeemable 
waste.” [10] 

In the more impacted lower watershed of 
the Trent, Fernow found that “Less than 
90,000 acres”, of a once well forested 
region of 1,171,624 acres, had become 
useless for commercial timber. This area 
of what he termed “moderately culled” 
lands (lightly logged), amounted to less 
than 10 per cent of the lower watershed. 
On these selectively logged lands 
enough pine trees had been left behind 
to permit natural regeneration sufficient 
to allow logging on a commercial scale. 
[11] 

Fernow included in the report a 
photograph to show a surviving 
commercial pinery. Its caption explained 
how the forest sustainably flourished 
”Where seed trees were left after cutting 
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and where not severely burned 
the pine is reproducing in 
commercial quantities.” These 
timber rich pine forests were rare 
refuges in a landscape 
devastated by the massive forest 
fires, often repeated, and overly 
intensive cutting. [12] 

Fernow summarized the 
economic ruin that had been 
created through Euro-Canadian 
exploitation unleashed in only 77 
years. During this time a situation 
had been created where “soil 
becomes worked out, the surface 
wears away, the rocks are 
exposed, and the people are left 
destitute and miserable.” Some 
farmers in the region had been 
lured there by the wiles of 
logging leaseholders after they 
had removed the best timber. 
[13] 

Fernow found some instances where leaseholders discouraged tourism. He found they encouraged 
“location lots by settlers in order to escape government dues under the license system.” This 
discouraged tourism in Glamorgan Township. Although the township “abounded” in lakes, and was 
accessible by rail, no tourist or summer hotel business had emerged here. [14] 

Howe made excellent use of his doctorate in ecology to outline the ecological degradation in the 
region since 1836. Howe stressed the dangers he described were getting worse since his survey field 
work had been completed. This was because, “Extensive fires during the summer of 1913 have 
altered the conditions on about 175,000 acres.” [15] 

Howe found that repeated burns were a threat to a fragile poplar-birch forest which had so far 
escaped being degraded to barrens. Its vulnerability was demonstrated by photos that showed it 
consisted of “scraggily trees growing up through the boulders.” [16] 

Howe demonstrated how fire was turning the Trent watershed into a rock desert. He found that “the 
destructive influence of man’s fires” would “if repeated in the same area, eventually kill all seed trees 
of the original species.” Over time repeated burns had an even more sinister impact. They would, he 
explained, have “disastrous effects on the humus content of the soil.” [17] 

Howe showed how the haphazard system of fire prevention in Ontario encouraged repeated soil 
destroying burns. The system of fire patrols and suppression then in effect he found, created a 
situation where “cut-over lands are entirely neglected.” In the regime of the determined foe of 
professional foresters, Aubrey White, (the powerful Deputy Minister of the Department of Lands and 
Forests) it was common to hear people remark “that no particular damage was done as the fire ran 
over cut-over lands.” [18] 

Research into barren lands confirmed Howe’s view that they were degraded into this state by 
repeated burns destroying the humus content of the soils. This situation was evident in the biggest 
concentration of barren lands “some 9,400 acres” found in Methuen Township. Here he found soils 
“in the last stages of decay, frequently crumbling”, when run through his fingers. Stripped of the 
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organic elements of humus, they had been degraded into “gravel and coarse sand.” [19] 

In the barrens of Methuen Howe found a grove of trees that revealed the tragic history of the Trent 
watershed since 1836. He wrote that, “The fire scars on these trees tell the story of the barrens.” A 
scarred giant pine gave dramatic testimony of the curse of rapid, human induced burns. This survivor 
had been burnt “in 1836, 1853, 1865, 1874, 1882, 1897, and in 1911.” The fire scarred tree was in a 
grove dominated by giant pines 98 years old. He concluded that they had been burnt by “fire at the 
rate of every 14 years.” Howe found evidence of additional fires which destroyed undergrowth, which 
would have contained pine seedlings, but were “too small to injure the larger tree.” [20] 

White’s role was shaped by long traditions of European social forestry. This he would have learnt as a 
student under Fernow’s instruction at the University of Toronto and through the pervasive influence 
of Gifford Pinchot on forestry in North America. Pinchot studied forestry in France, where social 
forestry was championed. Before coming to the Trent watershed, White got a taste of families being 
trapped in poverty on lands better suited for trees than farms, in his survey of the Maritimes. 

What made poverty is the Trent Watershed quite personal for White was knowing a family personally 
affected by it. This came from a fellow 
Forestry student at the University of 
Toronto, Ernest Callaway Manning.  

Manning had one of the most 
distinguished careers of the Forestry 
Faculty’s graduates, while serving as the 
Chief Forester of British Columbia. While 
Chief Forester Manning became the 
brains behind the environmental 
restoration and public recreational 
efforts of the provincial government of 
Premier Ernest Patullo. It consciously 
sought to imitate the New Deal Policies 
of the American President, Franklin 
Roosevelt. Manning became a popular 
hero in the province, and a Provincial 
Park is named in his honor. [21] 

Had Ernest Manning’s mother, Helen 
Brown Manning read the Trent 
watershed report, she would have 
heartily agreed with its conclusions. The 
dismal prospects for a future in the 
Selwyn area near Peterborough caused 
her to move to Toronto with her three 
sons. Here she ran a boarding house. 
This left her husband, Wellington 
Manning, to run the Selwyn farm on his 
own. [21] 

In his earlier Maritime studies White did 
not quote farmers who lived in the bleak 
poverty traps he described. In contrast, 
in the Trent Survey the voice of 
Wellington Manning can be clearly 
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heard. This pain can be heard in the quote where White is told “this country was never meant to be 
farmed”, and that he “would get out if he could.” [22] 

Wellington Manning’s cry of despair was echoed by farmers throughout the Trent watershed. 
Interviews with them brought this out repeatedly. White found that, “There was always the same 
explanation-inability to make a living.” [23] 

Touring around the watershed, White saw a bleak pattern among farms, that it was obvious had 
been established from profits from timber sales from the towering Great Pines. Farms vanished along 
with the once grand trees. [24] 

White witnessed the decline of agriculture vividly in patterns on the landscape. He wrote how, “Time 
and time again, following a spur road, it would be found ending in a remote pocket of soil, which 
had been ferreted out as good land, but which had after all, been finally abandoned. Along the old 
colonization highway, one finds long stretches…of no signs of any occupation beyond the mute 
testimony of piles of stone or an occasional ornamental fruit tree.” White discovered “instances were 
met everywhere where the owner had simply left his farm, often with buildings above average unable 
to find a purchaser.” [25] 

One of the most telling photographs in the Trent survey was an example of what agronomists called 
rough pasture. Here the photo caption reads, “field strewn with Limestone boulders. Good pasturage 
however, between the boulders.” [25] 

White urged that except for a few river valleys with deep soil, the agricultural lands of the Trent 
watershed should revert to forests. He recommended that the region’s economy should be based on 
tourism. The surviving poplar-birch forests were quite fragile for economic development purposes. It 
would take a long time before they could be safely harvested on a commercial basis. Logging on 
such a scale would damage soils for a half century.  

White found that ”tourist traffic is underdeveloped.” This was despite the great potential. The region 
was blessed with “accessible …lakes dotted with islands.” He found, “The altitude throughout the 
region precludes any hot weather in the summer and the nights are always cool.” The area was “an 
inexpensive recreation ground for the great mass of urban citizens which have but a short vacation, 
of which to tone up.” [26] 

White found that some pockets of recreational tourism had emerged. Hotels for this trade were 
flourishing in Mt. Julian, Burleigh Falls, Bobcaygen, Fenlon Falls and Rosedale. White urged that the 
large block of crown land in the northern watershed be reserved for inaccessible, canoe based 
recreational tourism. This was done in 1929 through the Kawartha Provincial Forest, which later 
became Kawartha Provincial Park. [27] 

Four years after the publication of the Trent Watershed Survey, the critical step towards the cure for 
the ills it documented took place when the Ontario Forest Fire Prevention Act of 1917 was passed by 
the provincial legislature. This took fire protection out of the control of a patch work system of a 
combination of workers appointed by timber leaseholders and politically appointed Crown Timber 
Agents. This was replaced by a workforce under the direction of district professional foresters, under 
the supervision of the Chief Forester of Ontario, Edmund Zavitz. [28] 

Although the administration of fire control was changed in 1917, what would prove critical to the 
healing of the Trent watershed did not emerge until 1922. This five-year delay was in keeping with 
the principles of social forestry. Foresters have always made the protection of human life their 
highest priority in developing strategies to combat forest fires. The Trent watershed was far less 
dangerous than the most fire prone area of Ontario, the Clay Belt region of Northeastern Ontario.  

While the Trent Survey spoke volumes about the danger of fires there was no account of any human 
settlements being burned, or people being killed. The worst accounts were of fires that lightly signed 
barns in remote areas. Unlike the towns of the Clay Belt, such as Haileybury, which was largely 
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incinerated in 1922, communities such as Selwyn and Peterborough were not threatened. [29]  

The critical step in the recovery of the Trent watershed took place in 1922. Then the fire control 
administration of the Department of Lands and Forests was changed to create a Trent District, under 
the control of a professional forester. Howe, who died in 1941, was, through a 1939 symposium of 
foresters, able to comment of the significance of this change. He observed how after this 
reorganization, “a haphazard forest patrol system was superseded by a business organization of 
keenly interested and especially trained men in charge of highly mechanized systems of detection 
and suppression, to be followed later by an efficient prevention system through public 
education.” [30] 

The skilled workforce described by Howe was outlined by the District Forester H.W. Crosbie at the 
1939 Trent Symposium. He observed how before 1922 fire fighting forces “consisted of casual 
unskilled labor.” These were replaced by professions “along lines of individualization and 
specialization of function to detection and fire suppression.” As a result, a “staff of experts” for the 
Trent District had been assembled. This team Crosbie found had “knowledge of such services and 
arts of telephony, meteorology, and surveying down to the grade of trained and resourceful 
woodmen.” This team also included “dispatchers, boatmen, car operators, telephone linemen, tower 
observers and smoke chasers in addition to clerks.” [31] 

The fire fighting force established after 1922 was quite formidable. The staff, under the control of the 
District Forester, during the fire season was composed of fifty men, 12 of whom were permanently 
employed. When fire outbreaks did take place, this core was supplemented by what Crosbie called 
“extra fire fighters, often in the hundreds.” In one year, 900 men were quickly mobilized. [32] 

Other experts served in areas of public education and enforcement. Crosbie found that they had “the 
ability to command men and the talent to enforce the laws as well as to enlist the co-operation of 
the public.” This ability was helped by high competence encouraged through “circulars of instruction, 
detailed instruction as to duties”. This combination of scientific knowledge and high morale made 
employees effective missionaries to the public. He saw the results through such success as “hazard 
disposal….the removal of inflammable devices-the cause of many forest fires-from areas of fire 
hazard, and the slash along roads, trails, adjoining railways, sawmills, villages are other places where 
the risk of fires is great.”[33] 

After the Trent District was established in 1922, impressive infrastructure to suppress fires was 
constructed. Some 17 “permanent adequately equipped detection towers” were built. Four hundred 
miles and seventy miles of telephone lines were laid. Cabin accommodation was built for the ranging 
staff. Storehouses for equipment were sprinkled through the watershed and divisional headquarters. 
[34] 

In contrast to the devastating losses through fire described in the Trent watershed report, from 1922 
to 1930 only 9,300 acres were impacted by fire. All this loss, moreover, was experienced during two 
very hot and dry summers in succession, in 1929 and 1930. Crosbie found that the trivial losses from 
fires were now, “considerably below the allowable loss, according to US Forest Service ratings.” [35] 

In other parts of Ontario fire prevention administration was briefly disrupted by firings of District 
Foresters in 1934. This was instigated by the briefly serving Deputy Minister of Forests, Frederick 
Noad, with the support of Crown Timber agents. Such disruption did not take place in the Trent 
District. The backlash caused by Noad’s activities in the rest of Ontario served to consolidate control 
of foresters over forest administration in the Trent District.  

In 1938 an important backlash against Noad’s antics in the provincial government consolidated the 
power of foresters in the Department of Lands and Forests. Previously District Foresters were only 
charged with fire prevention and suppression. Their role expanded to include timber management. 
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As Crosbie explained to the Trent Symposium, “The Crown Timber Agent was appointed as the 
Assistant Forester and put under the control of the District Forester.” (a university educated, 
professional forester). The control of the District Forester was consolidated through another move at 
the same time. The scalers, who determined government fees for logging, had been in the past 
supervised by Crown Timber Agents. They were found to be too old to carry on their duties and were 
“retired from service.” [36] 

In 1926 another step in implementing the Trent Watershed survey recommendations was realized 
when the Kawartha Lakes Provincial Forest was created. It was compromised largely of lapsed crown 
owned timber berths. This area amounted to 180,000 acres. [37] 

The additional reforms Crosbie urged in the Trent Symposium would be eventually secured through 
the 1946 legislation which secured both the Trees Act and the Conservation Authorities Act. Howe 
urged reforestation of barren lands through what he termed “seed spotting”. More assertive 
reforestation would be carried out in the Trent watershed after the passage of the Conservation 
Authorities Act.  

At the symposium, forester I.C. Maritt detailed problems caused by clear cutting on private lands in 
the recovering poplar-birch forest. He told the symposium that in such cuttings, which were 
undertaken to obtain fuel wood, “every tree is cut” for a mere “stick of wood.” As a result of 
removing the smallest trees he found “there will be of little value in areas so treated for years to 
come.” He urged that the province introduce legislation to give municipalities the power to regulate 
tree cutting on private lands. Through such legislation he believed that by-laws could be developed 
that would prohibit cutting of young trees smaller than a diameter limit of eight inches. [38] 

The reforms urged at the Trent symposium got a boost with the publication four years later by a 
federal-provincial advisory committee on Post War Reconstruction, on the Ganaraska watershed, 
written by a long-time assistant of Edmund Zavitz, Herbert Arthur Richardson. Three years later, its 
favorable publicity led to two important new provincial acts passed in 1946. One was the 
Conservation Authorities Act, which did as intended and boosted reforestation of barren lands. The 
other was the Trees Act which, for the first time, gave municipalities the power to restrict tree cutting 
on private lands. [39] 

The entire watershed of the Trent Canal was blanketed by three Conservation Authorities: Kawartha 
Lakes, Lower Trent and Otonabee. In addition to reforesting barrens, the authorities boosted tourism 
through hiking trails, picnic areas, campgrounds, and museums. A similar boost was given when the 
Trent Canal’s administration was transferred to the historic sites branch of Parks Canada. The 
remarkable success of a regional economy dominated by recreational tourism would be further 
encouraged if it were more widely appreciated that it fulfills a visionary blueprint for sustainable 
economic development developed at the height of the Progressive era.  
 
Editor’s Note: All photos accompanying this article are from: B.E. (Benard Eduard) Fernow, Clifford Durand 
Howe, James Herbert White, “Trent Watershed Survey”, Commission of Conservation, Ottawa, 1913. 
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Sylva Recap 

The Ontario Department of Lands and Forests for many years published a journal titled “Sylva”. The 
purpose of this journal was to highlight changes in policy, ecology facts, information about the 
activities of the Department, contributions of individuals and the comings and goings of staff. “Sylva” 
contains nuggets of Ontario forest history. One “nugget” from “Sylva” will be selected for each edition 
of the Journal. The following was provided by Sherry Hambly. 

Ontario's Water Resource 
Its conservation and its control 
by John Macartney 
Reprinted from Sylva Volume 10 (3): 7-16 
 

Here, we experience extremes of temperature, sudden 
thaws, violent thunderstorms with heavy, destructive 
raindrops, and periods of hot, dry weather. These 
phenomena make water control not a luxury but a 
necessity for us. 

Next to the air he breaths, water is the most essential 
element used by man. It is important to him physically 
and to every phase of his domestic and social life. It is 
indispensable to the growth of plant and animal life. It 
is the most efficient medium for the transfer of energy 
and heat. It provides cheap transportation, carrying 
great cargoes long distances on it surface, making 
possible the world's trade and commerce. Water 
dilutes and disposes of most manmade wastes and 
helps maintain sanitation. Its uses are of infinite 

variety and its unique 
properties are 
constantly exploited for man's use, comfort, relaxation, profit and 
general well-being. 

Because of the variety of uses to which water is put, the divided 
jurisdiction presently prevailing, and the conflict of interests involved, 
the Department of Lands and Forests is conducting a thorough 
examination of the water resource in Ontario and its control. 
Topography, types of soil, the amount of vegetative cover (particularly 
tree growth), the gradient of fall in streams and rivers (which have a 
bearing on the rapidity with which the water travels to the river's 
mouth), and the various needs causing diversion and use, all must be 
carefully studied. 

Each year, increased revenue has been derived from the natural 
renewable resources of forests and fish and wildlife - but the value of 
the water resource has never been fully assessed. At present, direct 
revenue accruing to the Province from water users yields only six to 
seven per cent of the department’s total income and is confined to two 
sources: (1) Rentals from water powers under water power leases; (2) 
fees from licences of occupation of land flooded by water in the 
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operation of dams. 

In any assessment of the total receipts 
from water use, however, certain 
important indirect revenues must be 
considered. The annual income from 
sales of commercial fishing and angling 
licences, for instance, and of Crown 
Lands for summer cottage and resort 
sites, is a respectable sum. The facilities 
afforded by our waterways for travel and 
water sports attract tourists from far and 
wide, each of whom contributes to the 
Provincial economy through hunting and 
fishing licences, gasoline and other taxes, 
to provide further indirect revenue. 

Primarily, the use of water for domestic 
purposes transcends other utilization - 

the statues and court judgements generally, give the highest priority to the use of water for 
sustaining human and animal life, though the volume used for this purpose is relatively small. 
Industrial operations require water in varying quantities. A single steel mill, for instance, may use up 
to a half billion gallons daily - enough water to supply the normal requirements of a city of several 
million people. And the use of water for irrigation in agricultural areas, while not so obvious, is 
greater than that of industry. In the eastern industrial section of the U.S.A., the use of water by 
industry is given as 81% of the total consumption. In the western states, irrigation consumes 92% of 
the water used. 

There are many other uses of water, of course, that do not result in consumption yet are of great 
economic importance. The huge turbines that generate hydro-electric power are turned by water but 
the water is not withdrawn from use. In countless inland lakes and rivers, commercial and sports 
fishermen combine to produce substantial contributions to the total economy. Coincidentally, these 
waters provide boating, swimming - and, in winter, skating - pleasure for millions of people, as well 
as summer and winter transportation of diverse kinds. In all of which activities the water - or its iced-
over surface - is used but not consumed. 

From Volume Five of a report to the President of the U.S.A., entitled "Resources for Freedom", we 
quote a few interesting lines: "Our knowledge of the factors of the supply and utilization of water is 
pitifully inadequate. We know relatively little of ... the hydrologic cycle whereby the sun extracts 
4,300 billion gallons of pure water 
from the oceans and distributes it 
over the land mass of the U.S.A. We 
know too little of the physical 
factors by which the sun's energy 
transforms salty ocean water into 
fresh vapour. We know only the 
barest details of the routes these 
vapours take in their complex 
travels over the earth. We only 
vaguely understand the process by 
which moisture condenses and 
bombards the earth with rainfall. 
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"The remaining elements of the cycle 
are equally little known in spite of our 
scientific achievements. There is more 
to be learned that has been learned in 
many centuries about infiltration of 
water into the earth, surface run-off, 
vegetative transpiration, erosion, 
sedimentation, recharge and 
discharge, salt water intrusion into 
lakes and aquifers, chemical changes, 
and other physical processes affecting 
our water supply." 

Ontario's lakes, rivers and streams 
occupy about 1/5th of the Province's 
total area. Under the British North 
America Act, the Dominion 

Government holds the exclusive jurisdiction over navigation, shipping and navigable waters. In 
dealing with problems of water use, therefore, regard must be had to respective rights of the 
Dominion of the Province. 

 

Title to the bed of navigable bodies of water is always subordinate to the public right of navigation. 
The powers of the Minister of Lands and Forests under the Public Lands Act is subject to the 
condition that there will be no interference with navigation. The Lakes and Rivers Act (R.S.O.) 
provides for the erection of dams and the floating of timber. The Navigable Waters Protection Act, a 
federal statue administered by the Department of Transport (Canada), provides that any person 
erecting works in a navigable body of water must obtain the approval of this Department. Before 
such approval can be given, however, the applicant must provide evidence to the Transport 
Department that Ontario will issue a Licence of Occupation 
covering the use of the stream bed. Thus, in erecting dams or 
other works in navigable waters where the bed of such 
waters must be considered, two jurisdictions became 
involved in the granting of rights. 

Prior to 1906, it was considered that the title to the bed of 
any navigable body of water in the Province belonged to the 
people of the Province, but this assumption was rudely 
suppressed by a decision handed down by the Appeal Court 
that year. A lower Court had held that title to the bed was 
vested in the Crown (Ontario), but the Court of Appeal 
decided that the title to each of the owners of the banks - 
the riparian proprietors - extended to the middle thread of 
the river. 

This influenced the Ontario Government to pass the Beds of 
Navigable Waters Act in 1911, which clarified the situation, 
abrogated the common law in respect of title to the beds of 
navigable, non-tidal waters, and thus returned title to the 
beds to the Crown for the Province, in absence of any 
express grants of the beds. This automatically gave the 
Province jurisdiction over water powers, a most important 
accession in these days of expanding industrial development 
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and increased use of water for power purposes. 

However, though title to the beds of navigable waters was 
thus properly established as Provincial property, riparian 
owners, whose land abutted the waters, retained certain 
rights and responsibilities as to use. They have a proprietary 
right to have the waters flow to them in natural, normal 
state but, if they use the waters for irrigation, they must 
maintain the natural flow of waters undiminished in volume 
and unaltered in character. 

The use of Ontario's waters for power, driving timber, 
constructing dams to facilitate the floating of timber or as a 
means of regulating water levels; the administration and 
protection of forest and fish and wildlife resources; and the 
management of recreational areas; all are controlled by the 
Department of Lands and Forests - all being integral parts of 
the whole picture of natural renewable resources 
administration. 

The protection, control and wise use of the water resource 
in Ontario, however, is complicated by three major factors: 
diversity of use; conflict of interests involved; and lack of 
complete authority to cover all phases of the situation. 

There are many uses for water, such as heavy withdrawals for municipal, domestic, industrial and 
irrigation purposes, which are absolutely essential but over which control is either involved or 
lacking. 

A study of the situation reveals that the use of water for so many diverse purposes by so many 
differing interests has reached the point where some conflict obtains, because of alleged damage 
through prevailing uses. Yet, where the rights of competing interests are involved, the use of water 
for the particular purpose complained of may be statutory, and perfectly legal. The Lakes and Rivers 
Improvement Act, for instance, reiterates the old established right of everyone to float timber - but 
this right to float timber may be interrupted at times when water levels are reduced by power 
developments operating under the Water Powers Regulation Act. In turn, the floating of timber may 
interfere with recreational use; 
the use of waters for disposing 
of industrial and/or municipal 
waste may prove detrimental 
to fish and other aquatic life; 
the use of lakes and rivers for 
sewage disposal menaces 
health and recreation; and land 
irrigation, in many cases an 
essential part of good farming, 
can and often does lower water 
levels and so affects fishing. 

Thus do the problems of rights 
and priorities, and behind it all 
the interests of the people of 
Ontario as a whole, make the 
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job of water control a most difficult task. Associated with the 
industrial and municipal use of waters, for instance, is pollution 
- an ever-present and growing administrative nightmare - the 
most serious phase of which is man-made contamination of 
waters by raw sewage, food processing wastes and the release 
of alkalies or acids by mines and industrial plants. 

So far, the Department of Lands and Forests has been signally 
successful in its efforts to determine the causes of pollution in 

waters so affected, and has secured remedial measures in some waters so affected through the co-
operation of those responsible for the conditions, even though, in many cases, large expenditures 
were required for disposal installations. 

"The United States", the President's report states, "has reached the point where the cost imposed on 
its economy by using streams and rivers as open sewers may exceed the apparent savings. Many 
downstream communities are forced to pay out large sums of money to purify water or develop 

alternate supplies, sometimes from distant sources. Valuable wildlife and recreational assets are 
destroyed and public health menaced." 

Such is the handwriting on the wall for Ontario to ponder. 
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Conservation by the People 

Conservation by the People 
Arthur Herbert Richardson 
University of Toronto Press, Toronto, 1974 
 
Precis of Chapter 2: The Roots Sink Deeply 
By Sherry Hambly 
 
Premier George Drew was very aware of and interested in conservation 
issues within the province of Ontario. He established a new ministry 
called the Department of Planning and Development in 1944 to 
address several pressing issues including those of conservation. He 
outlined his reasons in a speech he gave in November of 1946 at the 
convention of conservation in Toronto. His primary message was that 
planning and implementing conservation work was vitally important at 
both the provincial and local levels of government. 
 
Dana Porter, MLA from Toronto, was designated as the minister for this 
new department. He and a new director, Dr. George B. Langford of the 

University of Toronto, spent time that summer visiting the Tennessee Valley Authority. The main 
concept gained from that experience was that all natural resources must be treated as a combined 
resource. 
 
At this time the Ontario government also moved forward in the area of conservation by establishing 
the Ganaraska Conservation Authority, as well as two committees: a rural committee and a natural 
resources research committee, the latter having members who had attended the Guelph conference 
in 1941. 
 
In the fall of 1944, the government held another conference (called River Valley Development in 
Southern Ontario) in London, organized by the research committee, to affirm their intended plan for 
conservation.  Attendees included members of municipalities, the provincial government, 
conservation organizations and educators. Two hundred and fifty people attended the conference. 
They were asked to discuss the various types of work needed in the area of conservation. 
 
Minister Dana Porter opened the conference by commenting that various types of work were needed 
in flood control, including projects on reforestation, drainage, agricultural methods and public works 
projects; and these projects must be carried out with full cooperation between the technical parties 
and the local people. Many different topics were presented and discussed by both Canadian and US 
experts. The Ganaraska Report was released as well. One of the compelling speakers of the 
conference noted that vision is needed to accomplish the goal of conservation that would ameliorate 
current pressing ecological issues, particularly severe flooding. 
 
Two resolutions were passed at the conference: 
1) that an overarching conservation authority body be established within the government to ensure 

cooperation and coordination of all entities involved in conservation projects; and that all 
renewable resources (water, soil, crops, forest, fish and wildlife) of Ontario be considered as 
part of a whole and not individually in all aspects of conservation. 

2) that the government begin immediately an inventory of ground water supplies in conjunction with  
the Geological Survey of Canada. 

 
The conference was considered to be a resounding success, and other areas of the province asked 
for similar events to occur throughout the province. Dr. Richardson was asked to move from his 
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position in Lands and Forests to become head of the new conservation branch. Subsequently, a task 
force spent a week in the late fall of 1944 at the Muskingum reserve in the United States to gain 
insight into a successful conservation program. 
 
The new department promptly developed legislation for a Conservation Authorities Act. It was to be 
presented to the legislature in 1945, but political issues caused the legislature to be dissolved. The 
legislation was eventually passed in 1946. The key components of the bill included the following: 
- local people must initiate an authority 
- the autonomy of the authority will be inviolate 
- individual authorities will design their own plans within the framework of the legislation 
- an authority can expropriate land 
- authorities are responsible for managing their own organizations, re hiring, project management 
etc. 
- authorities will cooperate with and receive assistance from various government agencies 
- authorities will be funded through local taxes and grants from the government. 
 

From an initial amount of approximately $100,000, the budget of the branch grew to 16 plus million 
dollars (mostly grants to local authorities) by 1970. The initial technical staff included Dr. A.H. 
Richardson, A.S.L. Barnes (forestry), C.E. Bush (engineering), L. Laking (land use), V.B. Blake (history), 
H.J. Christian (accounting), Professor G. Ross Lord (hydraulics), J. W. Murray (hydraulics), K.M. Mayall 
(wildlife and recreation), H.F. Crown (extension) and Professor F.D. Ide (fish culture). 
 
After each authority was created a conservation survey was undertaken. The survey for the Thames 
River area was done before an authority was formed due to high local interest. Although flooding was 
the key issue of consideration, complementary problems in land use, forestry, wildlife and recreation 
were to be assessed as well. The ensuing report was completed in 1945 and given wide coverage 
across the province. Also, in 1945 a ground water survey was conducted across Southern Ontario by 
Iowa State University Professor C.S. Gwynne. The final report was 87 pages long and contained nine 
recommendations, the most important one being "The need for the establishment of a permanent 
organization devoted to ground water work in Southern Ontario". 
 
After the Conservation Authorities Act was passed in 1946 the first authorities to be established were 
Etobicoke and Ausauble, both of which had pressing flood control issues. Ten authorities were 
established in the first three years after the legislation was passed, some of which took more work 
than others to be created. 
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Dark Days at Noon: The Future of Fire 
Edward Struzik  
McGill/Queens University Press, 2022 
291 pages.  
Reviewed by John Bacher 
 

What makes Dark Days at Noon so compelling are the spectacular images which hammer home its 
message. To describe our continent before the invention of photography there are beautiful 
paintings by artists such as Paul Kane and George Catlin, who revered the fire respecting ways of 
Native Americans. Dramatic paintings of incidents such as people struggling for their lives in the 
doomed city of Peshtigo Lake Michigan waters in 1870, are interspersed with carefully coordinated 
photographs.  

The most moving photographic juxtaposition is found on pages 58 and 59. On page 58 there is a 
grim black and white photo of a hastily dug graveyard in 1911, of the some of the 71 victims of the 
Great Porcupine Fire. On the next page there is an absurd ad by the Ontario government’s 
“colonization” division. It has nonsensical claims about the agricultural potential that deluded the 
victims of the Porcupine Fire. This was that the thin soils of the region had “magnificent agricultural 
potential” based on “rich agricultural land”, possessing a “a territory that for richness of soil is equal 
to any other part of Canada.”  

The problems of fires associated with colonizers burning trees to clear un-arable land helped give 
rise to the forestry profession and scientific management of Crown Land under their control 
throughout North America. The political clashes over this struggle described in Darkness at Noon 
cause pessimism regarding the far more complex contemporary challenges to fire management 
brought about by anthropogenic climate change.  

Nowhere on the continent was the suppression of burning to clear farmland as difficult to achieve as 
in Ontario. Disasters such as the Great Carlton Fire came close to incinerating the national capital of 
Ottawa. It was rescued only by its fire department’s last-minute decision to “open the St. Louis Dam 
at Dow Lake to flood the streets.”  

Struzik shows how the key goal of the emerging forestry profession in Ontario, control over settlers’ 
fires in the Canadian Shield region, would not be achieved until 1940. He highlights public debates 
with the eventually deposed Minister of Lands and Forests Peter Heenan. These took place before a 
committee of inquiry of the Ontario legislature. They were aired between Heenan and the past chair 
of the southern Ontario Chapter of the Canadian Society of Forest Engineers, John Irwin.  

Irwin was able to expose the Dance disaster’s origins soon after it took place. The fire caused 17 
deaths and destroyed 60 homes. This last fatal disaster in Ontario’s woodlands in the Rainy River 
district became the focus of Irwin’s testimony to a legislative inquiry. Irwin demonstrated how the 
removal of the Rainy River region “from fire protection” had been done for catastrophe-inducing 
“cost-cutting reasons.” 

Struzik’s spectacular account which demolishes mainstream ecologically illiterate historical writing 
could have been improved had he explored the historical context with Europe. He has nothing to say 
about how forestry emerged as a profession in Europe. 

Dark Days at Noon is sparse in describing how forestry was eventually, with considerable difficulty, 
exported to Canada and the United States. It emerged in Europe from different approaches in 
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Germany, (then politically fragmented), and France in the Middle Ages. Germans tended to be more 
linear in their approach, the French more naturalistic, their ideal being what was termed “forest 
gardening.” Those of the border region of the Rhine River tended to mix these approaches.  

Conservationist forestry has deep roots in Europe, and a history full of debate and controversy 
before it began to consolidate in the parliamentary monarchy of France in the 1820s. University level 
forestry courses began to be taught in Germany in the 18

th
 century. Earlier, the great French public 

servant, Jean Baptiste Colbert, had consolidated the various regional statues into a single national 
Forestry Code.  

Struzik properly acknowledges the two towering figures in the export of forestry as a profession from 
Europe to North America. These were Gifford Pinchot, the founder of the US Forest Service and 
Benard Fernow, the first Dean of Forestry at the University of Toronto. During the 19

th
 century they 

worked together in the American Bureau of Forestry, a public education predecessor of the Forest 
Service.  

The unusual background to how Pinchot and Fernow exported forestry from Europe to North 
America illustrates the challenging ways that the continent was rescued from the fires of railways and 
settlers. Pinchot studied forestry in Europe and was especially impressed how it was carried out in 
democratic Switzerland. Fernow only decided to export forestry to North America because of his rich 
uncle’s opposition to his marriage. His uncle had hoped that Fernow would serve as the guardian of 
his wooded estate.  

Another unusual forest saving foreign influence was Franklin Roosevelt’ youthful trip to Europe 
triggered by his father’s illness. He was stunned to learn from cycling around the German health 
resort community, that the town did not have to impose municipal taxes because of revenues from 
its sustainably managed forests.  

Struzik acknowledges how Fernow “recruited James H. White, the first forester to graduate from the 
University of Toronto, to take on the job of Chief Forester at the Commission of Conservation.” The 
dramatic ups and downs of White’s subsequent career are, however, not explored. The most notable 
omission is the termination of the Commission by the hostility of a two term Canadian Prime 
Minister, Arthur Meighen.  

While critical of some foresters, notably Pinchot for ignoring the fire using techniques of Native 
peoples, Struzik acknowledges how wildlife biologists on the continent eventually caused controlled 
fire to become an accepted tool of forest management. He explains how controlled burns first 
became accepted as a management tool for the Everglades in 1957 by the US National Parks Service, 
to prevent the “extinction of scrub pine and other pine-related plants.” Through an inquiry headed 
by A. Starker Leopold, this became accepted throughout the US Park Service by 1972 and the US 
Forest Service by 1978. Canada followed these initiatives.  

Struzik sees 2003 as being the turning point when anthropogenic climate change became the critical 
factor in triggering renewed massive forest fires in North America. He describes the impact of such 
fires in destroying soil as being as horrific as those set by settlers turning lands into bare rock so 
vividly described in the writings of White and Fernow. Such catastrophic fires, he warns, unlike those 
of the recent past such as the Yellowstone fire of 1998, ignited through too heavy fuel stocks, “burn 
so hot and deeply into the duff that there are not enough seeds or nutrients to regenerate.”  

One of the most revealing aspects of Dark Days at Noon, is its description of policy debates within 
the Canadian government since climate change became the key trigger for destructive forest fires in 
2003. For over three decades, Struzik has been a Fellow at the Queen’s Institute for Energy and 
Environmental Policy Studies. 

Struzik’s quotes from Stocks in Dark Days at Noon are revealing as to why the federal government 
took no effective action to combat anthropogenic climate change after the problem had become 
clear to its climate scientists in 2003. One reason for this inaction he believes is the situation during 
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this entire time, where the Canadian Forest Service, once a separate Department, and on other 
occasions, a Branch of the Department of the Environment, is part of Natural Resources Canada. 
(NRC). The NRC Department is sadly, “also responsible for energy.”  

For two decades, Stock has been a pained witness at the NRC debates. In Dark Days at Noon he 
reveals how at NRC staff meetings there was “a fair amount of yelling and screaming…We had some 
scientists who were highly motivated, who believed strongly in what we’re doing to the earth and the 
atmosphere, and then the policy folks who believed in the economy.” Tragically Stock saw that the 
“energy policy folks prevailed”, setting the stage for the burning of a third of the town of Slave Lake 
in 2011, the evacuation of Fort McMurray in 2016, and the incineration of Lytton, with two deaths, in 
2021. 

To understand the essentials of Canadian history and the crisis we are now facing, there is no book 
better than Dark Days at Noon. It can only be hoped that the prescriptions in public policy it 
advocates succeed eventually, as those earlier calls by Canadian foresters such as James White in 
facing the crisis of the agricultural frontier of their time, eventually did.  
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In Memoriam — Robert Burgar, R.P.F. 

Bob passed away peacefully, with his family at his side at the Southlake 
Regional Health Centre on Thursday, March 21, 2024, at the age of 91. 
Beloved husband and best friend of the late Elsie Burgar (nee Hill); lov-
ing father of Robert (Daphne) of Richmond Hill, Catherine of Aurora, 
and Aileen Gail (David) of Mono; devoted Grandpa of Taryn (Nigel) and 
Keelan; delighted Poppop of great-grandson, Remy; dear brother of the 
late Edward (Barbara); uncle to the late Eric (Maddalena), Heidi (Peter); 
and fondly remembered by relatives, his poker buddies (Board of Direc-
tors), 5T4 classmates, MNR lunch companions (Chowderheads) and oth-
er friends. Born and raised in Toronto, Bob was an accomplished sports-
man in his youth, winning numerous awards, and began a 35-year asso-
ciation with Scouts Canada. Scouting introduced Bob to the outdoors 
and the importance of teamwork, which significantly impacted his fu-
ture. Wishing to continue this relationship with the environment, Bob 
graduated from the Faculty of Forestry at the University of Toronto in 1954, worked briefly for 
McFadden Lumber, and had a long and successful career with the Department of Lands and Forest 
and the Ministry of Natural Resources, retiring as the Assistant Deputy Minister in 1990. Post-career, 
Bob was active with the Ontario Professional Foresters Association and the University of Toronto's 
Faculty of Forestry. He also continued to support the important work of the Ontario Conservation 
Authority program by serving with the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority Foundation. 
Bob's long service to these organizations has been recognized publicly by Scouts Canada, the OPFA, 
Conservation Ontario, and the University of Toronto. Bob admired Indigenous art and culture, was 
an avid reader with a lifelong passion for history and Canadian politics, travelled to far-off lands to 
explore on family trips to England, Scotland, Orkney, Belgium, the Baltic and Israel, and travelled solo 
to Egypt and China. In their retirement, Bob and Elsie were enthusiastic vacationers with a fondness 
for cruising, hot islands, and particularly, Las Vegas and doting on their grandchildren when not trav-
elling. Bob was loved and respected by many. His energy, humour and loyalty touched all who knew 
him and he will be missed. As he would say, "It was an excellent journey." The family would like to 
thank the MACU staff at the Southlake Regional Health Centre for their compassionate and support-
ive care during Bob's illness. A visitation for Bob will be held Saturday, April 27, 2024, from 11:00 a.m. 
to 1:00 p.m. at Thompson Funeral Home, 530 Industrial Parkway South, Aurora, ON L4G 6W8, fol-
lowed by a memorial service at 1:00 p.m. A reception will follow at Thompson Funeral Home. In lieu 
of flowers, contributions in Bob's memory may be made to a Charity of Your Choice. 
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