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A map of the steamship route from Ottawa, conceived of during the 1800s. PHOTO BY ANDREW
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Trapped in time, forgotten in the woods 70 kilometres north of Ottawa, lies the
dream of a steamship route along the Ottawa River.

For centuries, tribes of the First Nations used the Ottawa River as a major trade
route, but with the advent of the steamship in the 1800s, a bold new plan was
conceived to cut through the undeveloped wilderness of the Ottawa Valley. It
would use a system of canals and portage railways to deal with the many
waterfalls and rapids on the way to Lake Nipissing and Georgian Bay.

But as locomotives and roads opened the vast wilderness of the Upper Ottawa
Valley, these grand plans of utilizing the Ottawa River as a steamship conduit
between Ottawa and the Great Lakes would be discarded.

Chat Falls

Prior to the construction of the dam and power-generating station at Chats
Falls in 1932, the northern end of Lac Deschenes offered a spectacular 40-foot
waterfall. This presented a massive problem for the 19th century shipping
business that used the river to transport passengers and freight northward
from Ottawa.

Without rail service or roads, the river was the only means of moving goods
and people from the St. Lawrence Valley to the western reaches of Ontario. The
picturesque waterfalls and rapids were significant obstructions to steamship
navigation and required ships to dock and unload their passengers and freight
and portage around them to another ship waiting upriver.

The Union Forwarding Company decided to build an ambitious horse-drawn
railway around the first of these portages in 1846, opening a five-kilometre
long railway from its dock at the base of Chats Falls in 1847. Unloading from
the newly constructed iron hulled steamship Emerald that departed from
Aylmer, passengers boarded horse-drawn railcars. This was the first railway
constructed in the Ottawa Valley, and one of the first in Canada. There was
only 105 kilometres of railway track in existence in all of Canada in 1847.

This horse-powered train blazed a trail for passengers and freight around Chats
Falls on a harrowing journey across swamps and mosquito-infested wilderness
in open air cars to another ship waiting for them at Union Village. The Ottawa
Citizen in 1869 reported that Prince Arthur travelled the Chats Passage on a
trip up the Ottawa River, commenting, “The ride is at once very interesting and
rather frightful.”

A copy of an advertisement from the Union Forwarding Company. PHOTO BY ANDREW KING
/Ottawa Citizen

The Union Forwarding Company soon realized a canal would allow their
steamships to travel around Chats Falls on a faster and more profitable
shipping route from Ottawa to Pembroke. In 1853, a survey was made to cut
through the Canadian Shield at Pontiac Village. With funding from the
provincial government, construction on the canal began in 1862 at the base of
Chats Falls. Without the use of pneumatic drills, workers hand-drilled blasting
holes into the solid igneous rock, going through 15 to 20 drill bits per inch of
drill depth. Progress was slow and costly, and after two years and half a million
dollars, the project was abandoned.

With a new steam-powered locomotive railway opening along the same river
route, the Chats Falls passage became obsolete, and by 1879 the horse railway
and canal were left to disappear into the woods.

Finding the Lost Passage

After a century and a half, I assumed not much would be left of this once
popular portage route through the wilderness north of Ottawa.

Researching mid-19th century maps and current aerial maps of the area, we
located the general vicinity of the abandoned canal and railway. Arriving in
present-day Pontiac Village, where both passages began, it’s clear how much
this once-bustling harbour town has changed. A few modern cottages dot the
shoreline and the ruins of a 19th century log cabin can be found in the woods.

Hiking into the forest, we soon came across huge piles of blasted rock, obvious
remnants of the original 1864 canal construction. Clambering over thousands
of tons of blasted rock piles, we arrived at what was the Lost Canal … a water-
filled, mosquito-infested rock cut covered in a century and a half of
overgrowth.

It lies preserved in almost the same state as it was left when work came to an
abrupt halt 150 years ago. Within the piles of rubble, covered in lichen, the
original hand-drilled holes the men worked so hard to make for the blasting
dynamite can clearly be seen. The rock cut they laboured to complete lies
trapped in time, an ambitious project left as an unfinished reminder of an era
when manpower and sweat did the job of machines we use today.

The first railway

With the canal documented, we moved our attention to finding what remained
of the first railway in the Ottawa Valley. Abandoned in 1879, this horse-
powered railway used wooden rails faced with iron straps or bars. Planking was
placed between the rails to provide a firm footing for the horses. These tracks
would be long gone, but maybe we could locate the bed the track lay on.

Superimposing an 1850s route map atop a current map, it appeared the railway
route may have intersected a remote cottage road. Using swamps as reference
points, we hiked into the forest to see if anything remained of this railway once
travelled by royalty. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before we came across
evidence of the original railway: a rock cut with drilled blasting holes. This
section of the original five-kilometre railway was about 4 1/2 metres wide and
was quite level as it continued into the forest.

Walking the route of the train you could picture how frightening it would have
been for passengers to travel in their open-sided horse drawn rail cars through
the bug infested woods under a canopy of thick trees, portaging between
steamships on their journey up the Ottawa River.

Both the canal and railway lie forgotten in the wilderness, slowly being
consumed by nature, but both remain a powerful reminder of a time when work
was hard, dreams were big and travel didn’t mean heading down the highway
on cruise control, but instead a more memorable adventure.
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