Preface
Defining the Detroit River
One definition of heritage is simply that it is what previous generations leave us and what we
in turn pass on to our children and theirs.
What kind of Detroit River did previous generations leave us? How has it influenced the history
of our region and even our country? What is it that sets the Detroit River apart from others?
What kind of river will we pass on to future generations? What does the river mean to the
millions of people living along its shores? There is no single answer.
» To the French explorer Cadillac, the Detroit River was “the earthly paradise
of North America” and an ideal place to establish a settlement.
» The British saw it as a strategic location for defending an emerging nation.
» For the Huron-Wyandots of the region it was their final home.
» Hiram Walker and Henry Ford saw the river’s banks as the perfect location
for their factories.
» Today, naturalists see the Detroit River as part of the most biologically diverse
region in Canada, while boaters know it as a fifty kilometre long water park.
Anglers regard it as the home of some of the best Walleye fishing in the world.
» For five million people, it is the source of their drinking water.
» Sea captains look forward to the Detroit River as the place where they pick up
their mail.
» In Windsor and Detroit it is the backdrop and launching platform for North
America’s most amazing annual fireworks display.
» It is a shared resource, bringing the people of two nations together along part
of the world’s longest undefended border.
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Background
The Detroit River is unique in Canada, the United States, and indeed the world. A waterway
between two sovereign countries with its shores embracing the largest metropolitan area
on any international border. But rather than separating communities along its banks, the
river connects them culturally and economically. More than 14,000,000 vehicles cross the
Detroit River annually. As one committee member put it “the Detroit River is much more a
road than a boundary”.
The Windsor-Detroit area has a fascinating history of settlement, trade, culture, and
industrialization centered around the Detroit River. Archaeological finds date North
American Indians at 32 river front sites as early as 400 A.D. Europeans reached the area
around 1650, and reaped the benefits of the river’s rich natural resources. In 1702, the
French explorer Antoine de la Cadillac, was so struck by the beauty of the Detroit River
that he stated it could “justly be called the earthly paradise of North America.”

Near Detroit Park

Throughout its history the roles and uses of the River have evolved. Initially its location
and abundant natural resources made it a prime settlement site, later a transportation and
industrial corridor, and still later, a water based playground. Urban and rural activities
have both taken their toll on the river, leaving water quality diminished, and much of the
habitat threatened. In recent years there has been an important awakening to the valuable
and diverse role the Detroit River plays in all the communities that line its banks. Those
same communities are now determined to enhance the river by restoring natural components
of the river and to implement cleanup activities through the Remedial Action Plan (RAP).
The commitment on both sides of the international border to restore the health of the
river, the fascinating role that the Detroit River has played in Canadian and American
history, and its continued value as a recreational and economic resource, make it an ideal
candidate for Canadian Heritage River designation.
The Detroit River plays a significant role within the Great Lakes ecosystem, linking the
upper and lower lakes. It provides habitat for fish and migratory waterfowl. Sixty five species
of fish are found in its waters. Unique waterfowl including canvasback and redhead ducks,
Great Lakes mallards and the blue winged teal use its marshes for staging, feeding, and
migration. Its Canadian tributaries contain natural areas upstream that are significant on
a national scale and international scale.
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As a transportation corridor and international crossing point the Detroit River is unparalleled.
More than 8,000 commercial ships pass the Port of Windsor annually, carrying more than 100
million tons of cargo. The river has become the busiest international border crossing point in
North America. Close to one third of the $365 billion in annual trade between Canada and the
U.S. crosses the Detroit River.
Few waterways in Canada, if any, provide such diverse and intensive recreational use. The
Detroit River region supports the largest number of recreational boaters per capita in North
America. Sailboats, power boats, canoes, and kayaks
Detroit River
are very common sights. Rowing clubs have plied
Wetlands
its waters since 1875. Anglers enjoy one of the
best walleye fisheries in the world. Cyclists, joggers,
walkers, and skaters use its riverside trails through
a very long season thanks to the region’s moderate
climate. Perhaps though the most common form of
recreation along the river is simply viewing. Every
year, millions of residents and tourists take great
satisfaction from the myriad of interesting sights on
both sides of the river - from historic Fort Malden in
Amherstburg and the night time skyline of Detroit
to Windsor’s waterfront parks, quiet wetlands or a
passing freighter from a far off nation, people love
sightseeing along the Detroit River. Many
international, community partnerships have been
developed over time along the Detroit River. Windsor
and Detroit, for example, have hosted the
International Freedom Festival for more than 40 years. The two week river centered event celebrates
the peace, unity and friendship between the two countries. One of the headline events is the
largest fireworks display in North America which annually draws more than one million people to
the shores of the river.
The Detroit River has been a major force in the development, life and history of communities
along its banks. The importance of the diverse recreational opportunities that it provides, the
unique natural habitats that it supports and the economies that it strengthens, cannot be
overstated. Clearly, the recent increase in awareness of the river’s importance to communities
on both sides of the river has been a major factor in creating enthusiasm and support for
seeing it designated as a Canadian Heritage River.
The Canadian Heritage River System (CHRS) designation can be the catalyst that will allow local
governments, community organizations, businesses and individuals to work together for the
good of the Detroit River. What started as a singular project to have the river designated as a
Canadian Heritage River has already brought communities and people together. It has created
a framework that could well provide benefits for years to come ranging from increased community
awareness of the cultural significance of the river to better quality recreation, protection of natural
features, strengthening of existing community
partnerships and the creation of new ones.(App. 1)
The following Background Report outlines the
major human, recreational and natural heritage
values of the Detroit River and its watersheds.
For each of these three values, background
research, benefits of designation, public support,
important features, and summary are included.
The Report concludes with an overall summary
of the river’s significant features and values and
Walk along Ambassador Park
a recommendation to proceed with formal
nomination of the Detroit River as a Canadian
Heritage River. It also includes supporting maps, appendices, references, and illustrations.
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Description of the Detroit River
The Detroit River lies in the heart of the Great Lakes basin linking Lake St Clair with Lake
Erie. It flows approximately 51 kilometres from the City of Windsor to the Town of Amherstburg

Assumption Park

on the Ontario side; Detroit to Brownstown Township on the Michigan side. Its width varies
from one to five kilometres. Some four hundred and fifty three billion litres of water flow
under the Ambassador Bridge daily. The Canada – U.S. boundary divides the river virtually
down the middle. The local Detroit River watershed drains more than 2,000 sq. kilometres

Pêche Island

(excluding upstream areas of the Great Lakes Basin) and its tributaries include Marsh Creek,
the Rouge, and Ecorse Rivers on the American side and Turkey Creek, Little River, and
Canard River in Canada. (Appendix 2)
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The Detroit River contains 21 islands. Upstream within Canadian waters, the river passes Pêche
Island. Pêche Island was once frequented by Chief Pontiac and later became the summer home of
Hiram Walker. Fighting Island, Bois Blanc Island (Bob-lo) which was an amusement park for
nearly a century and is currently being developed as a residential community, Grass Island and
Turkey Island round out the Canadian islands.
In American waters, the most notable island is Belle Isle. The 982 acre City of Detroit park
was designed by Frederick Law Olmstead and is home to such architectural features as an
Albert Kahn designed lighthouse, the Scripps Conservatory dome from the 1904 World’s Fair
and the United States’ oldest aquarium. More than 10,000,00 people visit the park annually
making it the fifth most visited urban park in the U.S. Other American islands include:
» Mud Island - a former spoils site, now being studied by the United States Department of
Natural Resources Report,
» Grassy Island - site of the Wyandotte National Wildlife Refuge,
» Grosse Isle - a large residential community,
» Meso Island, Hickory and Sugar Islands which are also residential,
» Celeron Island - a State wildlife refuge,
» Elba, Round, Swan, Calf, Horse, Cherry, Stony, and Fox Islands - which are all undeveloped
and primarily wetlands.
Commercial navigation is one of the most fascinating aspects of the river – not only because
of its magnitude and huge economic importance but because of the striking visual images that
numerous tug boats and thousands of lake freighters and ocean going vessels create. Eight
thousand ships, both ocean going and lake freighters, use the Detroit River annually. Shipping
channels are maintained by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The Windsor Harbour Commission
operates a very active international port which in 1997 handled more than 3,000,000 tons of
cargo.

King’s Navy Yard, Amherstburg
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The variety of land uses found along the Detroit River shore adds a great deal of visual
interest. On the Canadian side, approximately 47% is parkland, open space and natural
areas, 27% is industrial and commercial, and 26% is residential. The American shore is made
up of 52% undeveloped and parklands, 38% industrial and commercial use, and 10%
residential. The river flows past nine communities on the American side including Detroit,
Ecorse, River Rouge, Wyandotte, Riverview, Grosse Isle, Trenton, Gibraltar, and Brownstown
Township. Windsor, LaSalle, and Amherstburg make up the Canadian communities.
While much of the Detroit River region is heavily urbanized, there are also significant natural
areas. On the Canadian side such areas in, and along, the river itself include Pêche Island
and part of Fighting Island, the Detroit River Wetlands and Canard River Marshes. Upstream
in tributary watersheds are such unique areas as the Ojibway Prairie and LaSalle Woodlot,
and the Canard Valley, and Devonwood Conservation Areas. Significant United States
natural areas include Point Mouille, Humbug Marsh, and several of the islands listed above.
The shoreline of the Detroit River is a history buff’s dream. From Amherstburg’s Fort
Malden and its key role in the War of 1812 and the “Underground Railroad” to the Wyandot
Indian Cemetery, the old Town of Sandwich, the French settlement of LaSalle, and River
Canard to the “rum running” era, there is a wealth of human history to be explored. A
monument on Windsor’s waterfront built by American veterans and dedicated to Canadian
soldiers killed in the Vietnam War, underscores more recent historical ties. On the
American side Old Fort Wayne and the Great Lakes Museum on Belle Isle are just two of the
historical highlights.

Partnership with American Initiatives
The effort to designate the Detroit River as the first Canadian and American Heritage River
has further solidified the strong partnership between Canadian and American residents in
the region. During the past three years, supporters from both countries have assisted one
another in their respective nomination processes.
The process began with the Greater Detroit American Heritage River Initiative which resulted
in President Clinton nominating the Detroit River as an American Heritage River in July of
1998. Canadian residents, agencies and communities assisted by providing resources,
information and letters of support. Americans have provided similar enthusiastic support
in the effort to nominate the river as a Canadian Heritage River. (Appendix 3)
The Detroit Remedial Action Plan (RAP) is a bi-national effort to clean up the river and
protect its natural heritage. The RAP project and the American Heritage Designation
process compliment continuing efforts to have the Detroit River designated within the
Canadian Heritage River System (CHRS). In return, the CHRS initiative will help those efforts
to preserve and protect the human, recreational and natural values of the Detroit River.
Combined, the RAP and Heritage River initiatives on both the Canadian and American sides
of the river have tremendous potential not only to help restore the Detroit River to good
health but to ensure continued public interest and participation.

The Canadian Heritage Rivers System
The Canadian Heritage Rivers System (CHRS) has been established by the Federal,
Provincial and Territorial governments to recognize outstanding rivers of Canada and
ensure future management to protect and enhance their significant heritage values for the
long term benefit of Canadians.
To qualify for inclusion in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System, a river or section of a river
must demonstrate outstanding significance in one or more areas: natural heritage, human
heritage, or recreational values.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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The nominated section should be large enough to encompass these values and provide the user
with an appreciation of the river’s resources, as well as an enjoyable recreational experience.
The responsibility for the collection and analysis of information to determine heritage values
and for subsequent nomination of the river rests with the particular governments within whose
jurisdiction the nominated river lies.
The Canadian Heritage Rivers Board (CHRS), composed of Federal, Provincial and Territorial
government representatives, will examine each nomination document and will advise the
Minister responsible for Parks Canada and the Minister(s) of the nominating agency(ies) on the
suitability of the nominated river for inclusion within the CHRS.
When considering the river, the Board will determine the degree to which the Guidelines for
the Selection of Canadian Heritage Rivers are satisfied by the nominated river. The Board will
consider both the river and its immediate environment, which together, capture the heritage
values.
Within three years of acceptance of a nomination by the Ministers, a management strategy shall
be lodged with the Board, at which time the river or section of the river shall be formally
included in the CHRS. The Board will undertake periodic reviews of Canadian Heritage Rivers to
ensure that they continue to merit inclusion in the CHRS.
The authority of the Board to carry out these functions is derived from the Ministers of the
Crown of the participating governments.

Project Structure
The CHRS nomination project is led by an Application Team consisting of representatives from
Canadian and United States agencies, corporations, municipalities, interest groups, and
interested citizens (Appendix 4). The Team meets on a regular basis to oversee the
project, make key decisions related to process, review draft documents, and assist in developing
a public involvement strategy.
Research and Community Relations teams were also developed. The Research Team was divided
into three subgroups, representing natural heritage, human heritage, and recreation, who were
responsible for researching and writing respective sections of the Background Report. The
Community Relations Team is responsible for involving the public in activities to increase
awareness of the value of the Detroit River and to encourage participation in the nomination
process.
The Essex Region Conservation Authority lead to the project by providing co-ordination, and
administrative support.

Scope of the Report
The Background Report includes a detailed review of the natural heritage, human heritage and
recreation values of the Detroit River, using guidelines identified in the Canadian Heritage
Rivers System: Objectives, Principles and Procedures.
The Report covers the entire length of the Detroit River, from Lake St. Clair to Lake Erie
commencing at the Windsor-Tecumseh boundary and ending at the Big Creek Marsh. Local
watersheds draining into the River are also included.

Community Support and Involvement
Support for nominating the Detroit River as a heritage river is widespread in the community.
Municipalities along the River have each submitted a resolution of support, and all have
representatives on the Application Team. Written support has also been received from local
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Members of Federal and Provincial Parliaments. Key businesses, including industries located
on the Detroit River are involved in the Application Team and have provided letters as well
as financial support. Many individuals and families have written letters and resolutions of
support, while public displays at community events and meetings continue to prompt a
great deal of interest. In total, 325 letters and resolutions have been received and are on
file with Parks Ontario, highlighting the degree of interest the stakeholders have in the
River, how they have been involved in the River and what commitment they can make to its
future. (See Appendix 5 for a complete list of supporters.)
The large number of individuals and organizations who have volunteered time and in-kind
contributions to the project further demonstrates tremendous public support. A local
advertising firm volunteered to design the project logo. Local media, including television,
radio and newspaper, have covered the project extensively. Organizations such as the
Chambers of Commerce, Canadian Auto Workers, Visitor and Convention Bureau, and the
Development Commission have included articles in their newsletters, and more are anticipated.
The University of Windsor, the Ramada Inn, Gordon House, and Windsor Hilton have provided
meeting facilities. The Essex Region Conservation Authority continues to provide
co-ordination and administrative support for the project, including the preparation of
agendas, minutes and information packages. Members of ERCA have also endorsed the
project.
The Detroit River American Heritage Rivers Application Team has provided its full support
for this application, just as we provided support for theirs. Key members from their Team,
including Mr. Peter Stroh, the Honourary Chair, and Mr. Curt Boller, the Chair of the
Downriver Community Conference representing sixteen municipalities, have been active
supporters. Many other members of the American Application Team have also participated
and provided resource material. The excitement over the possibility of the Detroit River
having both Canadian and American Heritage River status has contributed a great deal of
energy to the process in both countries.
A variety of community activities, displays, presentations and initiatives were carried out to
offer the general public a chance to better understand the unique value of the Detroit
River, and to be a part of the nomination process. School children, for example, were
involved in a program entitled “A Celebration of the Detroit River Through Art and Writing.”
With the support of all local school boards, students were asked to demonstrate through
art or written works, what the river means to them. Selected works were displayed during
Education Week in early May 1998. The following section summarizes major events and
activities that have occurred, or are scheduled to occur, in order to promote the Detroit
River as a Canadian Heritage River. The following is a list of additional community displays
and activities that have been undertaken and will be completed in the near future. (Appendix 6)
Community Displays
February/98
May 4-8/98

May /98

June 10/98

June 27/98

LaSalle Zehrs
A display was set up and brochures were handed out.
Education Week
A display was set up at the Essex County Civic Centre highlighting the
winners of the CHRS School Art and Writing Contest winners and the
Detroit River Project.
LaSalle Strawberry Festival
Display was set up highlighting the CHRS project for the Detroit River.
Various CHRS puzzles were created to attract families to learn more about
the Heritage Rivers and the Detroit River
Windsor Chamber
Windsor Chamber Business “After Five Boat Cruise” on the Detroit River
highlighted a summary of the project.
Freedom Festival
International Freedom Festival - Marine Day display set up in Dieppe
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Gardens highlighting the Detroit River CHRS project.
July 9/98
Mayors Conference
CHRS Detroit River display set up during the Annual Great Lakes Mayors
Conference held at the Cleary International Centre
July 17/98
ERCA 25th Anniversary
The Detroit River was highlighted during ERCA’s 25th Anniversary Celebration.
Aug 1-2/98
Heritage Festival
Detroit River CHRS display set up at the Amherstburg Heritage Festival in
the Kings Navy Yard Park.
Aug 27-30/98 Tecumseh Corn Festival
Detroit River Display for Public Information to be set up during the four day
festival.
Sept 3-6/98
Harrow Fair
Detroit River CHRS display set up to promote the project in Harrow during .
their four day Agricultural Fair.
Sept 11-13/98 Olde Sandwich Town Festival
Detroit River Display for Public Information to be set up during the
Sandwich Town’s Festival.
Community Relations Activities
May 1/98
Newsletter
The first newsletter was distributed in May of 1998 to community partners.
The next will be distributed in November 1998. The newsletter will also be
included in a utility billing for people and businesses in the Detroit River area.
The following editions will be prepared for January, May and September 1999.
June 1998
School Project
A Celebration of the Detroit River Through Art and Writing - School Children
Contest was held. Certificates of Merit were given to winners and drawings
and work will be highlighted in future publications. Press releases were also
well received.
July 1998
CHRS Puzzle
Students working on the CHRS project, completed a display to take to festivals,
which included four Detroit River CHRS puzzles. The puzzles were very popular
with people of all ages.
Sept. 12/98
Boat/Bus Tour
A Detroit River Boat and Bus Tour was held for Community Stakeholders.
The tour highlighted the CHRS project, the AHR project and ERCA activities.
Oct. 1998
CHRS LOGO
The design of the Detroit River CHRS Logo has been recommended for
review by the Application Team.
Oct. 1998
CHRS Brochures
An in-house brochure has been created and photocopies have been made.
Brochures have been distributed. Approximately 2,000.
Nov. 1998
Photo Contest
An amateur Photo Contest of the Detroit River will be conducted. The
theme is “A Day in the Life of the Detroit River”. Contest will be
announced during the River Day Media Conference. Photos will be used
in future publications.
Nov. 1998
Poster
A Detroit River Heritage poster will be created to highlight the project,
increase local awareness and promote community support. Posters will
be placed in schools, libraries, community sites, and local businesses.
Nov. 1998
Video PSA
A video public service announcement (PSA) will be produced highlighting the
Detroit River, the CHRS project and community activities. The video will be
used as a promotional tool to help educate people of the Detroit River
Heritage, promote letters of support and increase awareness of it’s value.
The video will also help during the Management Strategy
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Nov. 1998

Mar. 1999

Mar-Sept/99

research, through public consultation.
School Calendar
Winners of the school writing and drawing contest will be highlighted in
a calendar, which will be made available to the winners and the general
public. The calendar will be unveiled at the River Day Media Conference.
River Day
River Day Media Conference is being planned for March 1999. This will
include unveiling of the CHRS logo, highlighting the winners of the school
contest, media clippings, letter of support signing, the photo contest
will be announced, the new brochures will be available, and the video PSA.
Public Meetings
In preparation for the development of the Management Strategy, a series
of public meetings will be held to get community input into the process.

Fundraising
A fundraising campaign has been initiated to ensure project goals can be met. Funding
received so far has assisted in expenses for promotions, displays, printing and staffing.
Generous financial and in-kind contributions and donations to date include the following:
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Canada Trust Friends of the Environment Foundation
Canadian Heritage Rivers Board
Casino Windsor
Essex Region Conservation Authority
Ford Motor Company of Canada
Hargreaves, Charbonneau and Associates (Logo Design)
Hiram Walker
Human Resources Development Canada (Student Placements)
Members of the Application Team
Members of the Background Report Research Teams
Carl Morgan, Editing and Human Heritage Photos
South Essex Economic Development Corporation
Dr. Trevor Price, Dept. Political Science - Retired, U.W.
(Human Heritage Author)
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I Human Heritage
Summary
More than 300 years ago, the first European explorers recognized the tremendous potential of the
Detroit River and established a settlement on its banks amidst lush vegetation and abundant wildlife.
They recognized the profound influence this strategic location would have on development and
control of the area. They could not know, however, the significant impact this river would have on
the development of two countries that would later become Canada, and the United States.
By 1701 the French had established Fort Pontchartrain du Detroit. These first settlers lived side by
side on both shores with native people, and depended on the river for water, food, transportation
and communication. Although the flag over the fort would change twice, first under the British, then
the Americans, the free exchange of goods and culture across the river continued. For a time, hostilities
grew between the new Republic of the United States and British Upper Canada and important battles
were fought along the river during the War of 1812 and the Rebellion of 1837. However, as peace
prevailed, opportunities presented by the Detroit River were endless. Thousands travelled across the
river on route to the opening mid-west. For escaped slaves from the southern United States, the
Detroit River was the final leg to Canada in a long journey on the “Underground Railroad.” River
front industries were begun by entrepreneurs such as Henry Ford and Hiram Walker. Local communities grew by capitalizing on these industries or by using their waterfront to attract new residents.
Even restrictive laws regarding gambling and alcohol in the early twentieth century did little to
dampen the entrepreneurial spirit. Smuggling liquor across the border by way of the Detroit River
became a major pastime for daring residents from both sides. Canadian entrepreneurs benefitted
from gambling and horse racing by attracting American customers across the river. The influence of
these early enterprises is still seen today from the river front Ford and Walker plants, to the huge
Casino Windsor sign that faces Detroit. In addition, generations of Detroit River residents have left
heritage buildings, waterfront parks, artwork, literature, and songs. These works are a legacy of
people from different cultures who came together to share in the river’s promise. (Appendix 7)
In 2001, the tercentennial of European settlement will be celebrated along the Detroit River.
Interaction between the Canadian and American shores has continued throughout the history of the
two countries. Major milestones in each country’s development can be traced to events and trends
along the river. The river and its watershed constitute a microcosm of the entire history of North
America in a way that is not duplicated anywhere else. Local communities, major industries, and both
Canada and the United States, owe their development, in part, to the Detroit River and the people
who took advantage of the potential it offered. Today, there is renewed understanding that, although
separated under two flags, communities are still bound together by the river. As the tercentennial
nears, this spirit of cooperation will move the Detroit River, and its communities, into the twenty-first
century. (Appendix 8 - map)

Methodology
This section was prepared by the Human Heritage team with primary authorship by Dr. Trevor Price,
a retired Political Science professor from the University of Windsor. Dr. Price was assisted by Dr. Larry
Kulisek and Marcel Beneteau, both of whom are with the University. Additional assistance was
provided by ERCA staff, and members of the community with an interest in history who provided
input on various topics.
The first six chapters roughly follow a chronological format in telling the story of the Detroit River
and its human and cultural heritage. Chapters seven through eleven present additional information
on the river’s importance as required by the Human Heritage Guidelines of the CHRS. A summary of
all historical themes met by the Detroit River is provided in Appendix 9.
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Chapter One
Pre-Sixteenth Century: The Great
Lakes Basin and Aboriginal People
in Southwestern Ontario
The Great Lakes Basin, as well as the Canadian
Shield to the north, were glaciated several times
by huge continental ice sheets. The last ice age,
which ended only 10-12,000 years ago, was
responsible for many current features of the Basin,
including the connecting channel between the
upper (Superior, Michigan, Huron) and lower (Erie
and Ontario) Great Lakes. The St. Clair River
flowing out of Lake Huron and the Detroit River,
and flowing into Lake Erie comprise that strategic
connection.

the lakes into northern and southern groups,
although they clearly used the lakes as a principal
means of travel and trade. There are a dozen
known early native and European settlement
archaeological sites along the Canadian river
shoreline. These sites include Aboriginal
encampments and burial grounds. A complete list
is provided in Appendix 10.
In the seventeenth century, when the Jesuits widely
explored the region of southwestern Ontario up
to Georgian Bay, the area was inhabited by three
related Iroquoian nations. They were the Huron
(Wyandot) near Georgian Bay, the Petuns near
Hamilton and the Niagara peninsula, and the
Neutrals who extended westwards from present
day Brantford toward the Detroit River south of
the River Thames. The Iroquoian people were

An 1804 watercolour of “A View of Detroit from the Straits, taken from Huron Church” by Dr. Edward Walsh. The structure shown in the picture
was completed in 1787 and was replaced by present day Assumption Church in 1846. (Courtesy of the William Clements Library, University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan)

Lakes were deeper and more connected as the
ice began to melt and overflow water exited in
several directions: south from Lake Michigan
down the Mississippi, eastwards into the Hudson,
and finally northeast to the St. Lawrence. As
lake levels fell, only the St. Lawrence provided
drainage for the entire Great Lakes system, thus
providing an entrance from the Atlantic Ocean
into the heart of the continent.

primarily agriculturists based along the
St. Lawrence, southern Ontario, and northern
New York State. It is estimated that as much as
80 % of their sustenance came from crops like
corn and squash, and the remainder from hunting,
fishing, and food gathering.

This geographical configuration was important
historically. Before the sixteenth century, and
European exploration of the inner continent, the
native peoples found themselves separated by
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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The rivers are our brothers, they quench our
thirst. The rivers carry our canoes, and feed
our children. If we sell you our land, you must
remember, and teach your children, that the
rivers are our brothers, and yours, and you
must henceforth give the rivers the kindness
you would give any brother.
(“This Earth is Precious” Vitality April 1990)

The Jesuit Pear Trees grew in the orchards of the first Huron Reserve
which later became the Town of Sandwich. After 250 years, many of
these trees can still be found. The Jesuit Pear Tree is so famous that
it is being used as the symbol of the tercentennial of French settlement.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Two
Seventeenth Century: Exploration,
Colonization and the Fur Trade
The French were the first of the colonizing powers
to recognize the significance of the Detroit River
for both military use and settlement. While the
British had settled along the Atlantic coast, early
French explorers penetrated the interior continent
through the Great Lakes system. Their early
recognition of the Detroit River’s rich resources
and strategic location led to the founding of Fort
Pontchartrain more than 300 years ago.

Fur Trade and War
In the seventeenth century, the first British
settlements were developed along the Atlantic
seaboard from Florida to Maine. These colonies
were hemmed in by the rugged Appalachian
chain, dense forest, and native nations anxious
to preserve their lifestyles and traditions.
The French, however, had found the St. Lawrence
River which provided an entrance to the continent
by a convenient water route. They were quick to
explore the interior of the continent using the
Ottawa River and the Great Lakes, which allowed
them to penetrate as far west as the Mississippi
River.

All of the colonial powers including the French,
British and Dutch, engaged in the fur trade. The
French authorities attempted to centralize fur
trading in Montreal, but the coureurs-de-bois
often traded with the Dutch or the English. The
“coureurs-de-bois” or “runners of the woods”
were often Métis people, of French and Native
origin. They roamed freely among the Neutrals
and often visited the Detroit River region. In
addition to dealing with the Métis, the British and
the Dutch also traded furs with other Aboriginal
people along the frontier.
The Hurons had originally sold their furs through
the Algonkians of the St. Lawrence, but they
eventually concluded that it was more profitable
to make direct contact with Montreal. The Hurons
became the middleman between tribes further to
the west, especially when fur supplies in the
accessible territories along the Ottawa River and
southern Ontario were decreased due to excessive
trapping.
A group of the Iroquoian, known as the Iroquois
Confederacy, felt left out and began raiding
Huron and Algonkian territory, both to eliminate
their rivals and to seize stocks of furs. These
Iroquoian were given muskets by the Dutch and
became formidable fighters who forced the Huron,
Petun, Neutral, and Ottawa people to retreat
westward. The confederacy dominated the
territory of southern Ontario and was also at war
with the French from the early to mid-1600’s.

Sanson’s map of the Great Lakes region is the earliest map of the area and was compiled from information collected by missionaries, natives, and
voyageurs. (de Casson and de Galinee, p. 67)

Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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The French were thus forced to take the northern route to the Great Lakes through the Ottawa
and French Rivers to Georgian Bay.
In spite of these hostilities, a limited amount of
exploration continued. In 1614, Etienne Brulé
was the first explorer into Lake Huron using the
Ottawa-French rivers route. Brulé might have
come south to the St. Clair and Detroit Rivers,
but he was not renowned for keeping good records
or maps of his journeys. A map drawn by Sanson
in 1650 shows the entirety of Lakes Erie, St. Clair
and the Detroit and St. Clair rivers. Much of the
information on the map was gathered by Sanson
from Jesuit missionaries and the coureurs-debois.
There is also an account of exploration in the
early 1600’s by the Jesuit missionaries, Brebeuf
and Choumont, from the region of Brantford to
the Detroit River. The missionaries encountered
a string of eighteen Neutral villages to which
they gave Christian names. The western most
village was named St. Michel, and from Sanson’s
map, it is thought to have been located somewhere
near Little River in the eastern section of present
day Windsor. It appears that the priests travelled
westward on a trail between the Thames River
and Lake Erie to this point on the Detroit River.

Peace and Exploration
After several years of war, the French concluded
a peace settlement with the Iroquois, which was

An artist’s conception of LaSalle’s Griffon, that was constructed on
the shores of Lake Erie and the first vessel to sail up the Detroit River
in 1669. The vessel was lost on Lake Michigan and its whereabouts
have never been discovered. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

followed by a burst of exploration. The voyage
of Dollier de Casson and De Brehant de Galinee
was the first. These two French Sulpician priests
undertook the first recorded voyage up the
Detroit River from Lake Erie in 1669 to 1670.
In 1679, Sieur de LaSalle, the French explorer,
built a sailing ship, called the Griffon, at Cayuga
on the north east shore of Lake Erie. In 1679, he
navigated the Griffon what was to be the first
sailing vessel up the Detroit River. He continued
via Lake Huron to Lake Michigan, and down the
Mississippi River. It was from such explorations

The map shows early routes from Montreal to Detroit. (Price and Kulisek, p. 10)
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that the French were able to assess the strategic
significance of the Detroit River. The French were
motivated by a desire to trade furs with the
native people, to convert the native people to
Catholicism, and to make military alliances with
them in order to prevent westward expansion of
the British colonists. In realization of these plans,
they established a chain of forts along the Great
Lakes and down the Mississippi, which connected
their territories between Louisiana and Quebec.
This strategy of establishing forts and developing
the fur trade in the interior superseded their
earlier, more centralized policy of encouraging
native people to bring furs to Montreal. On the
Great Lakes, the French first established Fort
Michilimacinac at the junction of Lakes Michigan
and Huron. By 1701, they funded a wellequipped expedition led by Sieur de la Mothe
Cadillac (the former commander of Fort
Michilimacinac) to establish a new settlement at
Detroit. Cadillac had to persuade authorities to
allow him to establish this new settlement far in
the interior and away from the centralizing tendencies
inherent in the government of New France.
However, Hennepin, a Jesuit priest, had
accompanied LaSalle on his journey and gave a
very favourable description of fertile land,forests,
abundant game, large flocks of fowl, and teeming
shoals of fish in the Detroit region. Not only
were there rich resources in this area, but a
moderate climate compared to the harsh winters
of the St. Lawrence. This was enough to convince
the authorities and the French prepared to stay,
bringing with them agriculturists and merchants
to advance the fur trade, and military to protect
Fort Pontchartrain and the new settlement.
In 1700, Robert Livingstone, a British official in
New York, wrote to the Governor, the Earl of
Bellomont, that it would be impossible to
rancounter the French without a nursery of
Bushlopers as well as they, and he recommended
building a fort at Wawyachtenok called by the
French DeTroett, which he described as a
beautiful place with arable land for thousands
of farmers and the only place of beaver hunting.
His plan came too late as Antoine Laumet,
Sieur de Lamothe Cadillac, a former commandant
at Michilimackinac, had already suggested
such a settlement to the French court and the
scheme had received the approval of the King
of France.

(Appendix 11)
Upon reaching the area Cadillac’s party explored
the river to its mouth in search of the best location
for the new fort. Their first night on the river was
spent on Grosse Isle. The next day they paddled
upstream and chose a site on the north shore
where the river was narrow with high banks on
both sides. Cadillac later described the Fort’s
position as “…very advantageous; it is at the
narrowest part of the river where no one can
pass by day without being seen.” (Lajeunesse, p.
20) Cadillac also invited native people to settle
near the fort. This would provide the French with
allies in case of potential conflict with the British
and would also advance the fur trade. A considerable
variety of groups settled at Detroit, including the
Huron-Petun, Ottawa, Potawatomi and small
populations of other nations. Their villages were
built on the north shore below the fort, but in
two notable instances, villages were established
on the south shore by the Huron-Petun and the
Ottawa nations, on the site of what is now the
City of Windsor.
These native villages were the beginning of
settlements on what was to become the Canadian
shore of the Detroit River. French settlers soon
followed, coming from Quebec to obtain fertile
land along the Detroit River stretching southward
from the Huron Village to what is now River
Canard. These settlements are discussed further
in Chapters Four and Five.
Summary
Three hundred years ago Cadillac and his
party were enthralled by the Detroit River’s
abundant wildlife, moderate climate and lush
vegetation. This was a place where the French
could readily settle and advance their share in
the fur trade. Equally important, however, was
the river’s strategic significance, “where the
cannon of the future fort could most easily
defend the stream against all the enemies of
France.” (Lajeunesse, p. xii) Established in
1701, Fort Pontchartrain du Detroit would be
part of a system of forts that gave the French
military dominance on the Great Lakes for
decades to come.

(Essex Region Conservation Report 1975, “Essex
Region Conservation Report History,” p. 3)
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Chapter Three
Colonization and Military Conflict:
1750-1860
While settlers formed a community that
encompassed both shores of the river, the French
and British, and later, the British and Americans,
struggled for military control of the area. In
efforts to preserve their way of life, native people
played significant roles in these conflicts, both
as foes and allies of the British. After the river
became an international boundary in 1783,
Canadians, British and Americans battled for
control of the region well into the next century.
It was only in the late 1800’s that a peaceful
border between Canada and the United States
became a reality.

between the Appalachian and the Mississippi was
designated as native territory. This policy was
calculated to allay native hostility, and to diminish
the costly effort which the British had to make to
halt potential rebellions. Needless to say, this
settlement did not sit well with the Americans,
who were looking for new settlements across the
Appalachians.
In the years following the Royal Proclamation,
the British faced the declaration of independence,
and eventual war, with the American colonists.
They were assisted in battle by several First
Nations. The War of Independence was settled

British Land Division and Conflicts:
1760-1800
In 1760 the British took possession of Detroit
from the French as a settlement following the
Seven Year War. However, they were not astute
enough to seek native friendships, as the French
had, and also did not do enough to assuage the
fears of the First Nations about European and
American encroachment on their lands and way
of life. In response, Pontiac, the Ottawa chief,
created a confederacy known as Pontiac’s
Confederacy, that included the Ottawa,
Potawatomis, Ojibwa, and a section of the
Huron-Petun nations, with the ambition of
capturing all the British forts in what was then
the Ohio Territory, including Michilimacinac and
Detroit. Their goal was to eject the British, all the
while hoping for French support, and ultimately
their return to Detroit.
Pontiac captured all British forts west of Fort
Niagara, except Fort Lernoult and Fort Pitt. The
British stationed at Detroit were warned about a
planned attack, and Pontiac was unable to
capture this fort by surprise. He lay siege during
the summer of 1763, but was eventually forced
to sue for peace, and the Ottawa people left the
Detroit River for areas in western and northern
Michigan.
The British appear to have learned their lesson
because in 1763 they issued a Royal
Proclamation which appeared to protect native
lands by
negating private deals between native peoples
and individuals wanting land. As the map shows,
the whole of southern Ontario and the territory
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

These two maps show lands set aside as reserves for the Hurons.
Sandwich was a reserve set aside during the French period (1746-1792.)
In 1792, it was subdivided into the new town to administer the Western
District. Anderdon replaced Sandwich and lasted until 1850, when residents sold out claims to the land. (Lajeunesse, pp. 206-207)

with the Treaty of Paris in 1783. This gave the
Americans all lands south of the Great Lakes
which was known as the Northwest Territory,
and included Michigan. The British were then
faced with preparing the way for Loyalists intent
on coming to Canada from the new United States
and gradually negotiated treaties with native
bands throughout southern Ontario to give over
most of their land. Much of the western district
(or District of Hesse as it was first called) was
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ceded under the guidance of the Indian Agent at
Amherstburg, Alexander McKee. Starting as early
as 1790, McKee made an agreement in Detroit
with 27 chiefs to cede their lands along Lake Erie
and the Detroit River to the northernmost section
of Lake St. Clair. This McKee purchase excluded
the Huron settlement on the Detroit River.

did for a while after the Treaty of Paris as pressure
increased for the Americans to pay promised
compensation to the Loyalists. However, as time
passed, and with the end of the American
Revolution and the Treaty of Paris, native people

The British planned a large reserve at Chenal
Ecarte (now Sombra Township in Lambton
County), but this did not materialize because the
anticipated influx of native people did not occur.
The main reserves left were small areas on Lake
Huron and Walpole Island which were never
ceded to the British Crown.
After the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1783, the
British resisted abandoning their posts in the
west until 1796. At Fort Lernoult, they prepared
for eventual abandonment by first creating a naval
dock yard, fort, and defensive block houses near
Amherstburg. The new Fort Amherstburg (Fort
Malden) gave British control and access to the
Detroit River from Lake Erie.
As long as both banks of the river were under
French or British administration, no great cultural
clash occurred. After the American Revolution,
the new republic rejected European ideals and
the centralized rules and laws of the British
Empire. Instead, the United States embraced
individual rights in the creation of laws and new
communities. The British Empire and this new
republic would come into clear and evident
conflict across the Detroit River, as manifested in
the oncoming War of 1812.

European Colonization: 1760-1800
While the Europeans struggled amongst themselves
for control of North America, the First Nations
saw their land and culture gradually disappear.
Native leaders knew that in the eighteenth century,
neither the French nor the British were intent on
developing wholesale settlement of their lands.
These European powers interested in trade, and
settlements were confined to small areas needed
to maintain traders and the garrisons. The
Proclamation of 1763 by King George III had
given native people west of the Appalachians
hope that the land between the Appalachians
and the Mississippi would become a native
territory or state. Native people wanted a place
where they could practice traditional lifestyles,
since the concept of owning land as property
was completely foreign to them. The other hope
of native people in Ohio, Indiana and Michigan
was that the British would continue to hold forts
such as Lernoult and Michilimacinac, which they
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

These maps show the limit of the American colonies and the lands
allocated to the Indian territory according to the Proclamation of 1763,
and the Quebec Act of 1774. The first map shows that the American
colonies were limited to the area east of the Appalachians, and
Indian territory extended from the Appalachians to the Mississippi. In
1774, Quebec extended to the Ohio and the Mississippi. (Courtesy
of Dr. Trevor Price)

felt less happy about British intentions.
Many First Nations fought for their land as
American settlement pushed westwards through
the Ohio territory and hoped for British help in
return for the assistance they had rendered to
the British in the American Revolution. It was
along the Ohio River that the Americans began
to make their big push into the mid-west.
Native people of the northwest, including the
Shawnee, Ottawa and Kickapoo nations of the
Ohio Valley were part of the resistance which
included several battles. Native people retained
some hope for their cause because in the first
two battles they defeated the Americans.
However, in 1794 they were driven back by
General Anthony Wayne at the Battle of Fallen
Timbers in Ohio. In the Treaty of Greenville that
followed, several nations were forced to cede
their lands, including territory in what is now
Ohio, southern Indiana, and southeastern and
western Illinois, including Chicago.
Tecumseh’s younger brother, “the Prophet”,
created a centre of resistance to the spreading of
American settlement and conquest. After the Treaty
of Greenville, the Shawnees moved westwards to
Tippecanoe in Illinois Territory, led by the Prophet.
The Americans attacked Tippicanoe and soon
after, the British finally agreed to hand Detroit
over to the Americans. At this point, many native
people at Detroit felt all was lost and fled in large
numbers to the new British base at Malden on
the Canadian side of the river.
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As for the British, they offered a home to native
people who feared the vengeance of the Americans,
especially after the Battle of Fallen Timbers.
(Rogers & Smith pp.108-9) Beyond this offer of
refuge, the British did not help their native allies,
many of whom chose to stay under American
jurisdiction. However, one native leader, Tecumseh,
would make a valiant stand with the British
against the Americans in the oncoming War of
1812.

Island, where various nations were practicing for
conflict with the “Long Knives.” Tecumseh made
a stirring address to the warriors and British officers
who were gathered at Bois Blanc, and indirectly, to
Governor General Craig, the head of British North
America. This passionate and stirring speech drawn

Tecumseh and the War of 1812
Tecumseh, a chief of the Shawnee people, was
one of the most remarkable native leaders of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
He was only associated with the Detroit River
region towards the end of his life, but his struggle
to unite a varied cross section of First Nations
against the “Long Knives”, as the native people
denoted the Americans, culminated in the battles
which broke out on the western frontier during
There was that ardor of expression in his
(Tecumseh’s) eye that could not fail to endear
him to the soldier hearts of those who stood
around him.
(John Richardson in War of 1812, A First-Hand
Account, The Windsor Star, July 4, 1998)

the War of 1812.
Tecumseh was inspired by Pontiac in his rebellion,
where several First Nations were united to create
a formidable alliance against the British. Tecumseh
knew that the “War Hawks”, a group of militant
American pioneers on the western frontier, were
chronically suspicious of the British, as well as
their native allies. He also knew that these
pioneers remembered the frontier raids in the
west against American settlements and would
therefore seek any excuse to attack Canada and
incorporate it into the American republic. Based
on this, and the native desire to preserve their
way of life, he hoped to create a native and British
alliance against the Americans. He was unable
to unite all First Nations against the Americans,
for many native leaders feared their power and
numbers and wanted an accommodation; to do
otherwise was to risk death and destruction.
Even so, Tecumseh continued to press for a
native alliance with the British, in which the
Americans could be defeated, with native and
British North American lands protected.
Nowhere were these feelings more apparent than
along the border of the Detroit River. Tecumseh’s
first visit to Fort Amherstburg was on November
10, 1810. His warriors were camped on Bois Blanc
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

A lithograph of the young Shawnee Chief Tecumseh. (Courtesy of Dr.
Trevor Price)

from a mediocre translation made by John Girty
gives an indication of Tecumseh’s style.
Tecumseh’s Address:
Father, I have come here with the intention of
informing you that we have not forgotten-we
English...and our ancestors, and also to let
you know our present determination. (He then
refers to the Americans forcing them from
their Ohio homeland.) Father, we have a belt
(a wampum belt which symbolized the earlier
agreement made between the British and their
native allies) to show you which was given to
our chiefs when you had French on their
backs. Here it is Father. On one end is your
hand, on the other that of the Red People.
Both hands are in white wampum. (Edmunds)
He continued that the chiefs had kept the belt and
that two generations later the warriors had grown
up. The belt, was then shown to the British, with
the expectation that they would honour their pledge
to help in the coming conflict with the “Long Knives.”
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He also expressed his hope that native women
and children would be watched over by the British
while the young men readied for the battle.
Captain Elliott, the British Indian Department
agent at Amherstburg, sent a communication to
Governor General Craig with his opinion that a
native war was imminent. The British were
concerned and gave instructions that Tecumseh
and his allies were to be restrained from hostile
action against the Americans.
Tecumseh’s dream of a united native front against
the Americans with strong help from the British
was hopeless, and the unfolding of the War of
1812 was a source of disappointment.
Tecumseh had gathered at Bois Blanc and Fort
Malden a force of 1,000 men and their families
drawn from a cross-section of the local nations,
including his own Shawnee, Wyandot, Ojibwa,
Potawatomi and a small number of other nations.
He constantly had to struggle with the British to
get weapons and provisions for his people, and
also found himself in strong personal disagreement
with General Procter, then commander of the
British forces on the Detroit River.
One of the most encouraging actions for the
native people, was the arrival of General Brock,
and the instant personal amity between the two
leaders. Brock was daring, unconventional and
brave and matched the temperament of Tecumseh.
Procter was cautious, fearful and conventional
and appeared to have no personal admiration for
Tecumseh or his followers. After Brock’s arrival,
Tecumseh found a soul mate who was not awed
by numbers, but was willing to use tactics and
psychology to overcome the enemy.
In the first campaign, the Americans, under
General Hull, crossed from Detroit in 1812,
intent on taking Fort Amherstburg. They took
Sandwich and made their headquarters at the
Duff-Baby House, now owned by the Ontario
Heritage Foundation. Hull’s advance to
Amherstburg was delayed by skirmishes at
Turkey Creek and at River Canard where the first
blood of the war was shed. Tecumseh also
attacked his supply routes to Ohio by crossing
the Lower Detroit River.
Hull, a cautious commander, was afraid of being
cut off, and so he never pressed his attack on
Malden, even though his 3,000 troops
outnumbered the combined British and native
forces two to one. In addition, Brock and
Tecumseh knew from dispatches captured at
Brownstown (near current Trenton, Michigan) on
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

the Lower Detroit River, that Hull was indecisive.
When Hull heard of the fall of Fort Mackinac, he
feared a huge number of native reinforcements
and retreated back across the river to Fort Detroit.
Brock and Tecumseh took the gamble of trying
to capture Fort Detroit, and catered to Hull’s fears
by planting a false message hinting at 5,000
native warriors coming from the north. Brock
and Tecumseh crossed the river at night, near the
Town of Sandwich, and surrounded Detroit. The
fort had been bombarded by cannons hidden in the
trees near the Francois Baby house, which served
as General Brock’s headquarters. However, the
Americans had artillery, few casualties, and good
supplies. The British and native people would have
faced a formidable task in taking the fort if the
Americans had resisted. The allied forces, therefore,
put on a show to deceive the Americans into thinking
their numbers were huge, causing Hull to fly the
white flag of surrender before a shot was fired.
This was the high point of the war for the British
and native people along the Detroit River, but
the hopes it raised for Tecumseh and his followers
were soon dashed. It soon became obvious to
Tecumseh that the British did not have the
resources to occupy Michigan and take the war
to Ohio and Indiana. Furthermore, the British
position at Amherstburg was contingent on
mastery of the Lake Erie water route to bring
supplies and reinforcements.
After the American, Commodore Perry, defeated
a British naval force at Put-In-Bay in the summer
of 1813, it became obvious that the Lake Erie
route to Fort Amherstburg was untenable. With
Brock’s death at the Battle of Queenston Heights
in the fall of 1812, Procter and Tecumseh, who
were constantly at odds, were left to work
together. Despite the defeat on Lake Erie,
Tecumseh wanted to stay at Amherstburg and
make a stand. Procter disagreed and made
preparations to evacuate his forces at Amherstburg
and retreat towards York. Tecumseh knew that
if the Americans occupied southwestern Ontario
it would end any hope of native people retaining
autonomy and carving out a territory of their own.
In 1813, Detroit was retaken by the Americans.
A large force of regular American forces and
Kentucky militia, numbering some 6,500, invaded
Canada. Procter and Tecumseh retreated up the
Thames Valley and were caught in a weak position
by large American forces near Moraviantown.
The British troops were overwhelmed by the
Kentucky cavalry and although Tecumseh and his
warriors put up a brave fight, Tecumseh was
killed and his warriors scattered.
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After the end of the war, the American occupation
of the south shore ended and some of the native
people came back to the reserve in Anderdon.
No longer were the native people a military force
in this part of North America, and the way was
clear for American settlers to move west and
eventually to dispossess native peoples of their
land in Michigan, Ohio and Indiana.

Continued Hostilities Across the River
and Eventual Peace: 1800-1860
Today the United States and Canada enjoy good
relations across the “great undefended” border.
However, there is plenty of evidence from historical
events and structures along the river that for the
first 100 years, the United States and British
North America looked across the Detroit Straits
sometimes with suspicion and mistrust. Parkins
(Parkins, p. 149) reports on the desire of the
United States government to reduce the military
garrison of Detroit in 1818 even though locals
felt its presence was vital in protecting Detroit.
It was still a fundamental belief of the people
of Michigan that the Canadians and British
in general were enemies to be treated with
suspicion. A strong force at Detroit was
necessary to protect the town and shield
settlers from possible British intervention .
and Indian hostility.
(Parkins, p. 149)

The American government however, was not

interested in maintaining their fort and it was
razed in 1827.
The apparent lack of concern by the American
government was matched by a considerable
apathy on the part of the British regarding Fort
Malden. A commission under Sir James Carmichael
Smyth was sent by the war Department to
investigate colonial defenses. Smyth’s comments
on the fort at Amherstburg were “...It is in a state
of ruin.” (Carter-Edwards, p. 37) The commission felt that a determined attack by the
Americans on Fort Malden would be successful.
Nevertheless, they recommended that the fort be
kept open as a symbolic gesture to match the
American
measures. However, the British parliament
balked at the potential expenditures to establish
a stronger fortification and in 1835 withdrew the
British regular forces.
By 1837 the outlook had changed. The Upper
Canada Rebellion of William Lyon Mackenzie,
which was supported by elements in the United
States who wished to see Canada ‘free’ from
colonial rule, also led to attacks along the border.
Four border raids were made by the Patriots.
Three of the raids, the attack of the schooner
Anne, the Battle of Fighting Island and the Battle
of Windsor occurred along the Detroit River.
This seriously concerned local residents who
pressed for a permanent garrison and quarters
to house them at Fort Malden. Some work was

A sketch of the Post at Amherstburg, found in
Lajeunesse’s The Windsor Border Region.
(Lajeunesse)
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done and buildings erected, but the idea of
building a huge fortification to match that of
Fort Henry in Kingston was dropped after the
Webster-Ashburton agreement of 1842 succeeded
in clearing away many points of contention
between Britain and the United States. The work
that was completed between 1838 and 1842 on
Fort Malden is the work preserved today at the
Fort Malden National Historic Park.

Fighting Island helped to end the Upper
Canada Rebellion of 1837-38. These conflicts
played a significant role in preserving the
current Canadian and United States boundary
leading to peace in the 1840’s and the long,
undefended border that both countries enjoy
today.

From 1840 to 1842 the fort was actively growing.
Over five hundred men from a detachment of the
43rd Regiment remained at the site along with a
staff of Royal Engineers who carried out
substantial work on the site. In 1842, the Royal
Canadian Rifle Regiment (RCRR) was sent to Fort
Malden. The regiment was raised to deal with the
problem of border posting and concerns regarding
desertions. The RCRR served at Fort Malden until
1851. After 1851, the military presence was
maintained by British soldiers who were part of
the Enrolled Pensioners scheme. The pensioners
maintained the fort until it was officially closed
in 1859. By 1849-50, work on the fort was
discontinued which reflected the current military
view that isolated posts such as Fort Malden did
not need a regular British garrison. After the fort
closed, the property was given to the province to
be used as an asylum throughout the 1860’s.
In the 1930’s, the local community founded the
Fort Malden Management Committee which
worked to have the military significance of the
site recognized. In 1936, the Sites and
Monuments Board of Canada established Fort
Malden as a national historic park. David P. Botsford
was the first curator of the fort (1941-1964),
and played an important role in its early development. The move to focus on Fort Malden led to
the beginning of a movement to preserve
Amherstburg’s historical heritage and make it one
of the best preserved towns of Upper Canada,
comparable with Niagara-on-the-Lake and
Kingston.
Summary
The Detroit River’s strategic location, and its
later importance as an international boundary,
led to a time of periodic military conflicts that
spanned a century. In 1763, Pontiac’s alliance
against the British, which resulted in the
capture of 11 British forts, ended after he
failed to take Fort Lernoult. In the War of
1812, Tecumseh and Brock forced Americans
to retreat during their attempt to capture Fort
Amherstburg, and later, captured Fort Detroit
even though they were greatly outnumbered.
Battles successfully fought in Windsor and on
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Four
Native People along the Detroit
River
Native people were a major presence along the
Detroit River primarily from 1701 to 1875, yet in
that relatively short period of time, they influenced
not only local culture but the course of Canadian
history. Native people were the first to settle on
the Canadian side of the river, and fought along
side the British in the War of 1812. Although
the native way of life in this area was gradually
absorbed by European culture, many Essex
Region families can trace their ancestry to the
native people who first settled on the shore of
the Detroit River.

Early Aboriginal People in the Detroit
River Region
There is little archeological evidence of sizable,
permanent Aboriginal settlements on the
Canadian side of the Detroit River. However, some
sites have been discovered along the shoreline
which indicate at least temporary settlements
that were probably hunting or fishing camps.
(Appendix 10)
Prior to 1700, there was no concentration of
Aboriginal peoples along either bank of the
Detroit River. The displacement of native nations
from their original homelands, described in an
earlier section, was precipitated by the colonial
rivalries of the European powers as well as rivalries
among native nations over the attainment of
European trade goods for furs. It was only after
the establishment of Fort Pontchartrain in 1701
when a number of native groups settled at Detroit
including the Huron-Petun, Ottawa, Potawatomi
and small groups from other tribes. These native
peoples would form the first settlements on the

The Walpole Island natives posed for a picture at the Old Boy’s Reunion
of August 6, 1909, held in Sandwich where the landing of the Jesuit
Fathers in 1728 was re-enacted. (From The Township of Sandwich Past and Present)
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south shore of the river making way for the
French and other Europeans who later followed.

European Contact with Aboriginal
Culture: An Explorer’s Account
As previously mentioned, two Sulpician priests,
Dollier de Casson and De Brehant de Galinee,
made the first European voyage up the Detroit
River from Lake Erie in 1670. Their attitude and
actions demonstrate the gap between the
Aboriginal and the European views of the world,
which would ultimately lead to the complete
elimination of Aboriginal life and culture from
the region.
As the priests journeyed along the north shore
of Lake Erie, they rested for the night on Long
Point. While there, a huge storm hit and carried
away many of their supplies, including an altar
which they used to carry out religious observances.
In the mind of the priests the loss of their
provisions and altar called for some act of
propitiating to the Christian God. This took the
form of destroying a shrine which the native
people had set up on an island in the Detroit
River. Lake Erie was a particularly dangerous
passage for native people in canoes because
vicious storms could develop with little warning.
Thus, native people would give thanks at the
shrine for safe journeys through the Lake.
However, the two priests viewed the altar in a
different light:
At the end of Six Leagues (up the river) we
discovered a place that is very remarkable
and held in great veneration by all the Indians
of these countries because of a stone idol
that nature has formed there. To it they say
they owe their good luck in sailing on Lake
Erie, when they cross it without accident and
they propitiate it by sacrifices, presents of
skins, provisions, etc...I leave you to imagine
whether we avenged upon this idol, which the
Iroquois had strongly recommended us to
honor, the loss of our chapel. We attributed to
it over the dearth of provisions from which we
had hitherto suffered. I consecrated one of my
axes to break this god of stone and then having yoked our canoes together we carried the
largest pieces to the middle of the river and
threw all the rest into the water, in order that it
might never be heard of again. God rewarded
us immediately for this good action for we
killed a roebuck that very day. (Lajeunesse)
This is not the end of the story. According to
native legend, the native people returned to the
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island and retrieved as many pieces of the altar
as they could. Upon their return, the pieces of the
idol were transformed into rattlesnakes making
the island unfit for further visitations. The first
name given to the island was the Island of
Snakes. Later, French settlers allowed pigs to
roam wild on the island in order to rid it of its
snake population. As a result, it was named Ile
aux Cochon (Pig Island). In native memory, this
is still regarded as an act of sacrilege which they
have not forgotten. Today, this island is known
as Belle Isle.

No archaeological investigation has ever been
done to accurately place the site, but its location
is broadly traced from contemporary accounts
and old maps. They are definitely placed there in
1720, and seem to have stayed there until the
end of Pontiac’s rebellion in 1763.

The Ottawa People
The Ottawas were one of the significant groups
of native people who settled along the Detroit
River. Unlike the Huron-Petun, they belonged to
the Algonkian nation, which had traditionally
lived more to the north and east of the Great
Lakes. Like the Huron-Petun, the Ottawas had
been driven west by the Iroquois Confederacy,
tending to end up in various parts of what
became Michigan in the seventeenth century.
Their westward move was eventually halted by
contact with Siouan people, such as the Dakota,
as they moved towards the Mississippi valley
west of Lake Superior.
At Cadillac’s invitation, the Ottawas settled near
Detroit in the early 1700’s. Here, they faced some
degree of conflict with other tribes, especially
the non-Algonkian nations, in seeking farming
and trade with the French. The Ottawas themselves
were far from a unified group under a single chief,
and some sided with the Hurons who moved to
the Maumee region of Ohio and traded with the
British. Generally, the Ottawas were staunch allies
of the French and would not deal with the British.
According to the Cataraqui Archaeological
Research Foundation, the first Ottawa village was
up river from Fort Pontchartrain on the north
shore and was established in the first decade of
the eighteenth century. Conflicts with other groups
led the Ottawa to leave temporarily. At the time
of hostilities among these tribes in 1712, some
of the Ottawa appear to have left to move back
towards Michilimacinac. When the hostilities
receded they returned, this time to locate on the
south shore.
Historic maps such as that of De Lery show an
Ottawa village located in what is now Windsor on
the south shore of the Detroit River, near present
day Louis Avenue. Randy Johnson et al.
(Cataraqui Archaeological Research Foundation)
discusses at some length the whereabouts of the
Ottawa village and the period of its existence.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Adapted by R. Welch from the Delery map found in Lajeunesse’s book,
the map shows areas of settlement in the French period from 17011760, along the Detroit River. (Price and Kulisek, p.11)

Feast and Feast, cited by the Foundation, have
given population estimates at various times: 500
people in 1720, 1,000 people in 1730, and 1,200
people in 1763 (Cataraqui Foundation p. 19.) It
is speculated that the Ottawa people lived in
long-houses, similar to those of the Hurons,
built of bark and containing several families, but
they were not as well made. No archaeological evidence on the nature of these structures exists.

The Huron-Petun People: Settlements
Along The Detroit River: 1700-1796
This nation included the survivors of three related
nations which had occupied a wide expanse of
southwestern Ontario prior to 1600. Disease
epidemics and attacks from the Iroquois drove
them west and south to the shores of the Great
Lakes, various islands, and even to Ohio. They
came into contact with the Jesuits, and those
who favoured Christianity moved to the Detroit
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Huron long houses were located on Bob-lo (Bois Blanc) Island during the establishment of the first Jesuit Mission in 1743. A census revealed long
houses similar to this drawing housed approximately six hundred people. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

region. One branch of the Hurons, who were
averse to becoming Christians and resisted
European expansion were to be found in the
Ohio Valley region in the late seventeenth
century. However, after their defeat by the
Americans, they were forced to migrate to the
Oklahoma and Kansas Territories along with
several other nations.

During the early 1700’s the Wyandots, also
known as the Hurons lived on Bois Blanc Island
and in Amherstburg. They lived in bark-covered
cabins without windows which were separated
from one another by about three or four yards
for fear of fire. In many instances, long lodges
of bark were constructed to house several families,
apartment style.
(From Our “Downriver” River, p. 5)

Of the Hurons who stayed, the first settled near
the fort, but rivalries and differences with other
nations made it advisable to seek a more remote
location. Father Armand de la Richardie, a Jesuit
fluent in the Huron language established a mission,
“Assumption to our Blessed Virgin Mary” in 1728.
The mission moved to Bois Blanc Island on
October 13, 1742. Here Father La Richardie was
assisted by Father Pierre Potier in September
1744. Potier took charge in 1746 when
La Richardie returned to Quebec with failing
health. A census in early 1747 revealed that
extended families comprised of 544 adults and
numerous children lived in 33 traditional long
houses on the island.

with the French and adherence to Christianity led
to the mission on Bois Blanc being destroyed on
May 20, 1747. La Richardie returned from Montreal
and the mission was once again moved up river
to the south shore at La Pointe de Montreal (present
site of Assumption Church). Here it was under the
protection of the fort, but not in close contact with
other native nations.The Huron reserve at La Pointe
de Montreal lasted for almost half a century. They
farmed along the river and hunted in the interior
forests. On either side they were surrounded by
French settlers extending south to River Canard
and up river to opposite Belle Isle. Both natives and
settlers attended the parish church at Assumption.

Division among the Hurons regarding relations

By the time the British vacated the post at Fort
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The Anderdon Reserve: 1800-Present
Day

A historical plaque presently located in Assumption Park which
commemorates the Mission to the Hurons at L’Assumption.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

Lernoult in 1796, the Hurons were finding their
wilderness depleted of game. It was the conclusion
of the Native Agent, Sir John Johnson, that they
should move to a point on the river, south of the
River Canard and extending to the new fort in
Malden in what would become Anderdon Township.

The new reserve corresponded closely to the
boundaries of Anderdon Township, which
recently amalgamated with Amherstburg and
Malden. At the beginning of its existence, the
reserve ceded a strip of land 300 yards wide to
the fort for lumber and firewood. A 60 foot wide
road allowance, following the old Sauk Trail and
now know as Front Road, was also ceded to
connect the towns of Sandwich and Amherstburg.
It is reported in The History of Amherstburg
that in the 1820’s, the reserve’s population
numbered only 90 residents and that it reached
inland for nine miles. Only the front section of
the land along the river had been developed.
(Appendix 12)
A significant portion of the land around
Amherstburg had been granted to British officers.
Because of this, there was a constant pressure to
remove reserve land for European settlers. To
early settlers, the land seemed unused because
native people treated land quite differently from
Europeans. Native people used land for hunting,

The original handwritten survey of the Anderdon Reserve shows the names and locations of properties held by various famous native families,
such as White and Splitlog. (History of St. John the Baptiste Church)
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Assumption Church at the Turn of the Century, an original painting by Ronald Suichu, shows a view of Assumption College that was built in stages starting in 1860. (Courtesy of Ronald Suichu)
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A map showing the second Huron Reserve in Anderdon in 1837, after much of the original lands had been sold to new settlers. (The History of
Amherstburg)

firewood, food gathering, herbs and building
materials, and had no yearning to clear and farm
the land as did the settlers. Europeans, on the
other hand, had always practiced a shifting
agriculture moving on to a new patch of land
when the fertility of the fields declined.
In 1836, after decades of pressure from settlers
and at a time when the Americans began to relocate
native people out of Michigan, the government
of Upper Canada negotiated the surrender of
roughly two thirds of the Huron reserve for European
settlement. It was recorded that 374 native people
lived on the reserve as follows: 88 Hurons (Wyandot),
288 Ojibwas, 22 Munsees and 6 Shawnees.
The central area of the reserve (see map) was
retained for native occupation and the other
two-thirds was sold with the proceeds to be held
in trust for the benefit of the native residents.
The native people on the reserve were gradually
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

assimilated in European lifestyle through
Christianity, culture and intermarriage, and by
moving away from the reserve. In 1875, the
remaining residents were given citizen status and
granted land as individuals. Each male was granted
100 acres and each female, 50 acres. The remaining
2,700 acres and the ‘Indian stone quarry’ were
sold by auction. The interest from the proceeds
of the sale were given to reserve members.
Thus, native presence along the Detroit River
was decreased. Members of the reserve families
gradually moved into the wider community. There
are residents across Essex County who can trace
some of their ancestry back to the native people
of Anderdon. Today there is little sign of the
once extensive reserve, except for a small burial
ground on the shores of the Detroit River at the
end of Middle Side Road. This cemetery was the
burial site of many of the reserve’s residents
including the last chief, Joseph White.
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show the death in South Africa of a Sergeant
Walter Splitlog who fought in the Boer War. (Neal)
Some of these descendants moved to the United
States and descendants of the Warrow family
have been traced to Trenton, Michigan on the
American side of the Detroit River.

The Anderdon Cemetery is the sole reminder of the former reserve
which once occupied all of Anderdon Township. The cemetery is
located on the main highway from Windsor to Amherstburg, along
the bank of the river. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

The last known families from the reserve were
White, Warrow and Splitlog. The White family
provided two prominent citizens, one of whom
was Solomon White, a prominent lawyer who
became Mayor of Windsor. Thomas White became
a reeve of Anderdon Township and was active in
the provision of stone for various uses from the
Anderdon quarry. The Splitlog family provided a
chief who supported Tecumseh in the War of
1812 and who fought with the British and native
forces at the Battle of the Thames (1813). Records

Summary
Although native people lived along the Detroit
River for centuries, their contributions in the
past 300 years had significant impact in the
course of events that shaped this region and
Canadian history. The Ottawa and HuronPetun people were the first to settle on the
Canadian side of the river after the establishment of Fort Pontchartrain. They paved the
way for French settlers, who soon followed.
Although the Ottawas left the region after
Pontiac’s defeat in 1763, the Hurons eventually
settled in what was once known as the
Anderdon Reserve. The Hurons, along with
others, fought and died with the British in the
War of 1812. Significant battles, such as the
capture of Detroit, were won in this war with
the help provided by the native allies. The
reserve later provided several prominent
citizens including a mayor of Windsor, and a
reeve of Anderdon Township. Although the
reserve was dissolved in 1875, and native
culture absorbed into European lifestyles, their
mark on regional history remains.

The tombstone of Chief Splitlog located in the Anderdon Indian cemetary.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)
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Chapter Five
Early European Settlements
Use of the River’s
Resources
The Detroit River was the lifeline of the early
agricultural and urban settlements providing
transportation and food as well as a means of
communication and water supply. Agricultural
lots were located along the river and designed to
be long and narrow in order to provide as many
settlers as possible with direct access to water.
Growth of early urban centers also depended
solely on the river. Towns that grew and thrived
did so because of their strategic location on the
river, and their ability to provide services to
ships and their passengers.

Agricultural Settlements 1701 - 1796
Between 1701 and 1747, the early agricultural
settlements were located on the north side of the
river under the protection of Fort Pontchartrain.
After establishment of the Huron Mission at La

Pointe de Montreal on the south shore, new
settlers came from Quebec to settle lands between
Le Ruisseau de la Vielle Reine and Riviere aux
Dindes (now known as McKee Point, which is the
site of the West Windsor Pollution Control Plant,
and Turkey Creek).
Even though French control of the region ended
in 1760, the expansion of settlement along the
river north and south of Assumption remained
predominantly French. In the 1780’s, some
Loyalist settlement occurred in the Malden region
which would eventually extend along the Lake
Erie shoreline. Northwards towards the shores
of Lake St. Clair, the settlers were predominantly
French and this continued as settlement spread
in this direction.
The earliest European settlements along the
Detroit River naturally imitated the pattern of
settlement which had developed in Quebec along
the St. Lawrence. Farm lots, measured in arpents,
a unit approximating 192 feet, extended back
from the river as much as 40 arpents or more
but the river frontage was narrow (three arpents
or less). This means of subdivision was dictated
by the need to have access to the river for

“Commandent’s House by Catherine Reynolds. (Courtesy of Fort Malden National Historical Park)
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transportation, fishing and other food gathering
activities (Lajeunesse, p. 1xxi.)
When the first 40 arpents were cleared of
firewood, the settlers were given extensions of
their farms for another 40 or 80 arpents. In
time, these ribbons of land became thinner,
when farm lots were divided among children.
Before long, the river front in this area resembled
a single village street. (Lajeunesse, ibid)

south side extended for six miles downstream, from La Rivière à Gervais to apoint
less than a mile from the present dividing line
between North and South Essex. This French
colony at Petite Côte which started in 1749 is
the oldest continuous white settlement in the
province of Ontario.
....................................
(From The Windsor Border Region, p. 1vii)

Windmill locations on waterfronts of Essex County in 1790’s. (Lajeunesse, p. cxvi)

These early agricultural settlements were called
Côtes. There were three such settlements in the
eighteenth century. The oldest was known as
Petite Côte. It eventually stretched between La
Ruisseau to Riviere aux Canards (Canard River).
The area between Assumption Church and the
Ottawa Village (near present Louis Avenue in
Windsor) was named Côte des Hurons, while the
river front between the Ottawa Village and Lake
St. Clair was called La Côte des Outaoais.
In the minutes of the Land Board of Hesse it
is indicated that the twelve farms immediately
south of the present Martin Lane were part of
the French grants. According to that information, by the year 1760 the settlement on the
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The French system of subdivision had an important
influence on the future shape of growth in some
of the urban centers along the river. It was easy
for potential developers to buy a whole farm from
the original settler and then name the principal street
extending inland after the original landowner. This
familiar pattern of long streets extending inland
is typical of Windsor and LaSalle. It is less
characteristic of settlements, such as Amherstburg,
Sandwich and Tecumseh which either preceded
the original land division or as in the case of
Tecumseh, began its existence as an inland
settlement. It is noticeable to this day, that
settlements created from the French farm lots
are dominated by French street names such as
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Ouellette in Windsor, Drouillard in Ford City (now
amalgamated with Windsor), and Reaume in LaSalle.
Opposite Detroit, and below it, was originally
a prairie, and laid off in lots about sixty rods
broad, and a great length: each lot is divided
into two fields, which they cultivate year about.
The principal grain that the French raised in
these fields was spring wheat and peas. As
dwelling-houses, barns, and stables are all
built on the front of these lots; at a distance it
appears like a continued row of houses in a
town, on each side of the river for a long way.
These villages, the town, the river and the
plains, being all in view at once, affords a
most delightful prospect.
(A description of Petite Côte by James Smith(1758), .
A Farm in the Family: The Many Faces of Ontario
Agriculture over the Centuries, p.16)

Even after the British took over from the French
in 1760, the French system of subdivision was
perpetuated along the Lake Erie and St. Clair
shorelines. It was 30 years later in the 1790’s,
after the McKee purchase of native lands, that the
British survey was completed and the remainder
of Essex County inland was carved into familiar
rectangular sections. Refer also to Chapter Three.

The Beginnings of Urban Settlement:
Sandwich and Amherstburg 1701-1850
The French military purpose for building Fort
Pontchartrain determined the location of the
region’s oldest and largest metropolitan centre,
Detroit, on the river’s north bank. After the French
left, the British took over Detroit where it continued
to be the major trading and administrative centre
for the region.
It is easy to forget the nature of early settlement
along the Detroit River region when one looks at
the huge cosmopolitan urban agglomerations
along the river today. Urbanization, especially on
the Canadian shore, is a relatively recent trend of
the twentieth century. Early urban settlements
were small and most inhabitants on both sides
of the river were rural. In the towns would be
found merchants, administrators, military and a
small group of professionals and artisans. The
urban dwellers would be heavily representative
of the current ruling country; France, Britain and
finally, the United States. Socially and economically
these urban dwellers were far removed from the
rest of the population who were engaged in rural
subsistence.
Urban centers on the south side were slow to
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

grow because communications were difficult, with
water transport being of paramount importance
in the early period. Existing roads were based
on the Indian trails and were in poor condition
for wagons and stage coaches. The major problem
was the flat land, clay soil and poor drainage,
which made it impossible to use the roads at
certain times of the year and the task of extending
roads into the interior difficult.
The Western District was a remote and isolated
region of Canada’s western frontier, and markets
for products of farm settlements were either in
Montreal or Detroit. Furs could bear the cost of
the long journey to Montreal, but agricultural
products could only be sold in Detroit which
provided the one sizable urban market for grain,
vegetables, liquor, maple sugar, and meat products.
This relationship greatly impacted the future
location and growth of urban centers on the
south side.
As mentioned earlier, the Treaty of Paris, signed
by the British and Americans in 1783, gave the
Americans the Northwest Territory, which was
created out of lands south of the Great Lakes.
The territory now under American jurisdiction
included Michigan, but it took until 1796 for the
British to evacuate Detroit for the American forces.
On the south side of the river, no settlements
had been established from which to protect and
administer what was to become Upper Canada.
The British knew that once Detroit was surrendered
to the United States, new quarters would have to
be developed for defense and administration.
Two sites were chosen: the Huron Mission at La
Pointe de Montreal, and the Town of Amherstburg.

Development of an Administrative
Centre: Sandwich
To develop the new Town of Sandwich the crown
acquired the Huron Reserve, which was adjacent
to Assumption Church. This town was located
between two côtes that were laid out as shown
on the map below. Sandwich was designated the
administrative centre for the area of Southwest
Ontario, then called the Western District (now
Lambton, Kent, and Essex Counties). Eventually
Sandwich became the legal, administrative,
educational, and to some degree, commercial
centre for Essex County for the first half of the
nineteenth century. Assumption Church was the
centre of Catholic worship and ministration for
the district until other churches were established
in the emerging settlements. Sandwich also became
the site for several other churches, including St.
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The early Town of Sandwich was laid out on the northern part of the first Huron Reserve. (Price and Kulisek , Pg . 10)

John’s Anglican Church, the first Protestant
church in Essex County. Others followed,
including the Sandwich First Baptist Church for
The British merchants at Detroit having solicited
me to give them a town on that river where
they may reside and carry on their trade with
equal convenience, I purchased from the Indians
the gore near the Huron Church for their
accommodation and named it Sandwich, and I
am informed that several houses have been
built there and that it promises to become soon
the most beautiful town in that province.
(Peter Russell, president of the Executive Council
of Upper Canada describing the establishment of
administrative quarters for the British after the
American occupation at Detroit, Windsor 1892-1992:
A Centennial Celebration, p. 15)

black refugees who had escaped slavery in the
United States.

Development of a Military Centre:
Amherstburg
The British military had been aware since 1783
that the defense of the colony would mean that
a new fortified base would be needed once Fort
Lernoult was abandoned to the Americans. A
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search was begun in the 1780’s, and the obvious
choice focused on a site in Amherstburg, opposite
Bois Blanc Island which commanded the navigable
river channel from Lake Erie to the Detroit River.
Even as early as the 1780’s, various British officers,
including agents of the British Indian
Department who had fought on the British side
in the American War of Independence, were
given large tracts of land which would eventually
become Amherstburg and Malden township. The
first
cession was taken by Captain Harry Bird, an officer
of the British regular army who built two houses
on his land and allowed his sisters-in-law to live
in them. Bird himself eventually returned to
England though his relatives stayed and became
some of the earliest residents of Amherstburg.
In the early nineteenth century, Amherstburg
experienced the most growth of any urban centre
in Essex County. Its prosperity was based on two
factors: the amount of effort and interest in building
up the garrison and the fort, and the presence of
the port with its extensive trade and shipping.
In the early years after 1796, there was a steady
growth in Amherstburg which lessened as peace
prevailed. When the War of 1812 loomed, the
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The present reception centre at Fort Malden National Historic Park in
Amherstburg is part of the original historic site, and served as the
museum in the 1950’s. Additional buildings have since been added
to the site. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Postcard collection)

fort became a focus of defense for the west
causing military concern and further development
of fortifications. In addition, the wharves and
shipbuilding, which took place on the best site
adjacent to a navigable channel on the Canadian
side, made Amherstburg the predominant port at
a time when water transportation to centers along
the Detroit River was superior to any other means
of travel. In the days of sail, Amherstburg was a
convenient stopping place for schooners waiting
for a favourable wind to navigate against the
current of the river. Later, when steamships
made travel more reliable, ships were compelled
to call at Amherstburg to pick up wood to fuel their
boilers. Both crews and passengers took
advantage of these stops to avail themselves of
the amenities in the inns and taverns of Amherstburg,
where the making of alcoholic beverages was a
major activity in the early nineteenth century.
Although Sandwich was the administrative centre
and it had been expected that many Loyalists
would move there from Detroit, it was not as
commercially active as Amherstburg. The navy
yard gave Amherstburg a major advantage, while
Sandwich lacked a good road to the interior and
a ferry crossing to Detroit. At that time, the
ferry was located up river at a site that would
become Windsor. Ships leaving Amherstburg
went on to Detroit, so that passengers going to
Sandwich would either have to use the poor river
road from Amherstburg, or return across the river
to what would eventually become Windsor and
journey back to Sandwich.
Ultimately, the location of Detroit at the narrowest
point of the river was a major determinant of
where cross river routes would concentrate. In
the early nineteenth century, a primitive ferry
service from the Canadian shoreline to the central
point of Detroit determined where the important
river crossing would be and where a settlement
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serving this crossing would develop. This was
the small village which began in the 1830’s
variously named Richmond, South Detroit and
ultimately Windsor, after one of the royal residences
in England. The completion of Talbot Road, a
route which was shorter than any south of Lake
Erie, brought travellers from Buffalo to Detroit
via Canada. Lake Erie Ships from Buffalo also
connected with Amherstburg, Detroit, and points
further west. Eventually, the completion of the
Great Western Railway to the Detroit River with
the terminus in Windsor ensured that this site
would become the predominant urban centre on
the Canadian side.

Detroit River Settlements: MidNineteenth Century and the Changing
Focus
Morrison’s history of Essex County quotes a
traveller’s description of the area at the mid
nineteenth century which is worth reviewing.
(Morrison, p. 3 ) The St. Clair shore was
described as thinly populated and heavily forested. The shores of the Detroit River were, in contrast, quite densely populated mainly by French
speaking farmers. Windsor was a new and
developing
village of 300 inhabitants, bustling with activity
related to the ferries. Sandwich was described
as a pleasant and more settled community of
500 residents with a charming ambiance but
without the bustle and commerce of other centers.
Amherstburg with its good harbour was
described as the premier community of the area
with a population, according to the 1851 census,
of 1,880 people. It possessed all the
accouterments of a thriving frontier community;
with grist mills, saw mills, tanneries, food
processing, shipping, crafts of all kinds, and a
newspaper. Clearly in the race for predominance
along the Detroit River at this time, Amherstburg
was far in advance of the other centers. However,
the key to future growth lay with the efforts being
made to link the new mode of transport, the
railway, with the older roads and shipping routes.
It was apparent to residents of all three
communities that attracting the railway to their
location would be a key to growth. John Prince, a
prominent political leader and land owner in
Sandwich, endeavored to bring the railway to
that community in the 1830’s. The conflicts of
1837 and a recession smothered these efforts
and attention was turned towards the two other
communities. In 1854, the Great Western Railway
originated in Buffalo and linked to the upper
ferry dock on the Windsor water front. From
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“View of Amherstburg 1813” by Margaret Reynolds. In the centre is the King’s Navy Yard where the H.M.S. Detroit was being constructed.
(Courtesy of Fort Malden National Historic Park)

A Bird’s Eye View of Windsor, 1878. Note the railway to the left, the upper and lower ferry docks, and the long narrow street lots that developed
based on the subdivision of French farm lots. (From Windsor 1892-1992: A Centennial Celebration)
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there, passengers and freight crossed the river
to link up with United States railroads proceeding
to Chicago. Amherstburg did not give up and in
the early 1870’s the Canada Southern Railway
made its terminus at Gordon near Amherstburg.
However, the die was cast for Windsor to become
the predominant river front community in terms
of attracting new industry and residents.
Summary
The Detroit River ensured the survival and
growth of early settlements in the region. In
the first agricultural settlements, or côtes, long
narrow farm lots were located along the river
to provide as many settlers as possible with
access to water. By the early nineteenth
century, the region’s three urban centers,
Amherstburg, Sandwich, and the fledgling
Windsor, had all developed on the waterfront.
The largest community, Amherstburg, thrived
because of its strategic location on the river
and ability to service ships, crews and
passengers. At the same time the river was an
important link in the transportation route to
the mid-west. Knowing that future growth and
prosperity depended on being a part of this
route, the three communities lobbied railways
to
establish a terminus, or crossing point, at
their location. The selection of Windsor as the
terminus for the Great Western Railway in
1854 set the stage for it to become the
predominant waterfront community in the
latter half of the nineteenth
century. (Appendix 13)
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Chapter Six
The River’s Influence on
Development of Urban Centers and
Major Industries: 1860-1997
The formation of the international boundary and
resulting differences between two countries led
to the Detroit River playing a significant role in
the development of major Canadian industries
and the river front communities that support
them. This began when Ontario and Michigan
were united under one flag; first as New France,
and then as the British colony of Upper Canada.
It is understandable that lifestyle and economic
forces were similar on both sides of the river.
With Detroit being the main military post, one
centre of policy was exercised and guided by
goals established in Paris or London respectively.
After the Americans established Michigan as an
American territory, Washington and its appointees
determined policy and new entrepreneurial
efforts shaped the future of the area. As the
United States grew rapidly in population and
wealth, the American economy, which had been
roughly on a par with that of Upper Canada in
the early nineteenth century, surged ahead after
1840.
The Canadian frontier tended to be remote and
isolated, but the rapid growth in the Detroit region,
facilitated development in Windsor. The
significance of the river as a jurisdictional boundary
between two countries and its important symbiotic
effects in industrial and residential development
will be further illustrated in this section.

Windsor and Suburbs: The Focus of
Urban Development along the River
As the era of transcontinental trade and
manufacturing developed, the failure of Sandwich
and Amherstburg to attract a major railroad and
cross river connection meant that Windsor would
be situated on the main east-west route from
the United States east coast and Ontario heartland to the expanding American west. In the
nineteenth century, railways such as the
Canadian Pacific, Michigan Central, and Canada
Southern, all ended in Windsor and became
important in focusing transportation towards this
mid-point on the river which lay diametrically
opposite to the centre of the emerging Detroit
metropolis.
The railways were also important in opening up
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the Essex County farm economy and bringing
produce to markets in Windsor and Detroit.
Windsor gained even more importance as new
transportation routes brought all parts of the
county to the city, and streets or rails connected
the whole length of the river.
Detroit and its environs grew more rapidly than
Windsor in the late nineteenth century and acted
as a magnet for trade, employment and
investment. For the first half century of its
growth, Windsor was largely a transportation,
trade and service centre, but by the end of the
nineteenth century, Windsor and its suburbs had
become a preferred area for major American
industrial investments, in large part due to the
benefits provided by the Detroit River.
The new industrial suburbs affected most by this
phenomenon included Walkerville, Ford City, and
Ojibway. While other river front communities
were affected less directly, the emerging American
wealth and new industries also impacted their
development. In summary, the river played an
important role in the location of major industries
and the development of Windsor’s new suburbs,
many of which would eventually be melded into
the greater metropolitan complex.

Hiram Walker and Walkerville
One of the early entrepreneurs was Hiram Walker,
who came from Detroit to develop a key industry,
and along with it, the district river front community
of Walkerville. Walker was a New England Yankee,
who came west in the early part of the nineteenth century to seek his fortune in Detroit. He
owned a dry goods store and made and sold his
own whiskey in the Detroit area. Walker found
the attitude in Michigan inhospitable towards the
manufacture and sale of liquor since the focus of
temperance in the state was quite strong. The
growth of Windsor as a key river crossing
suggested to Walker that the Canadian side
would be an appropriate place to build a distillery.
He chose a location east of the ferry crossing
where the railway met the river. Inland from this
spot, he purchased large tracts of land in what
was then the Township of Sandwich East. This
location had everything needed for success, good
rail and water transportation, proximity to an
expanding American market, good land to grow
grain for his products and a malleable work force,
largely of French origin, who were happy to find
industrial jobs as farming became overcrowded.
Establishment of Hiram Walker’s distillery in the
1860’s was a major event. Walker also established
his own community, Walkerville which was unique
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Arial view of Windsor, the Detroit River, and Detroit, looking north up Ouellette Avenue from University Avenue, 1930’s. (Courtesy of Windsor’s
Community Museum)

for its planning, urban services, and high quality
of architecture in both industrial buildings and
homes. It achieved an identity and a community
consciousness which made Walkerville residents
resist assimilation with neighbouring communities,
whose quality of urban life seemed less than
their own. Even now, it stands out as having a
distinct urban character within the wider Windsor
community.
In time, Hiram Walker created the largest industrial
establishment on the Canadian side of the river
and stimulated long term economic development
with a diversity of industrial operations. All of
this was connected to Detroit by his own ferry,
as well as to the southern part of Essex County
and the Niagara frontier by his own railway. The
Walker Road corridor was the focus of the area’s
early industrial development and today contains
important industrial establishments, such as
General Motors and Chrysler Canada.

Old Walkerville in the 1920’s. Note the location of the Walker distillery
and how the Great Western railroad extended to the river bank.
(Price and Kulisek, p. 18)
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Walker and his family helped finance and initiate
many other enterprises in the Walker industrial
corridor, including real estate developments
under his family owned Walkerville Land Company.
Such modern day institutions as a major hospital
complex and the Windsor airport originated from
the entrepreneurial efforts of this American
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An original painting of the Walker Distillery dating from 1891. (Courtesy of Hiram Walkers)

capitalist. Today, the distinct community of
Walkerville and the industrial corridor that began
in 1860, is a testimonial to the economic links
that bind the river’s shores together.

Ford of Canada and Ford City
Ford City was another example where the physical
and jurisdictional boundary created by the river
actually provided opportunities for entrepreneurs,
developers, and their new industries. In Canada,
higher duties were placed on finished products
than on raw materials or semi-processed
components. This provided great incentive for
Detroit industry to assemble goods in Windsor,
which gave them a competitive advantage over
those who exported completely finished products
to Canada from the United States. In addition,
the close proximity still made it possible to
undertake management and technological
development in the greater Detroit area.
Situating production facilities in Windsor, gave
access not only to the Canadian market, but to
the entire British Empire because of imperial
preference tariffs.
With these benefits in mind, Gordon McGregor
headed a group of Windsor business men who
made an arrangement with a newly emerging
automobile maker, Henry Ford. As a result,
Ford crossed the river to establish his successful
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industrial empire on the Canadian side of the
Detroit River. In August, 1904, a small operation
opened in the Walkerville Wagon Works adjacent
to Hiram Walker’s original plant. McGregor was
given the rights to make Ford products for the
British Empire, excluding Britain itself.

Detroit is without exception the automobile
centre of the world, and Walkerville being
situated directly across the river is only a half
hour’s journey to almost any of the Detroit
concerns. This firm would be in direct touch and
would lead the productions of automobiles in
this country. At the present time there are
about one hundred and fifty Fords in this
country so that with the reputation in the
States and its establishment in Canada, it
already has a reputation which will create a
demand long before the machines are ready to
ship. The dealers in Canada have been unable
to get enough Ford machines to supply the
demand as the factory in Detroit is several
machines behind their orders at the present
time.
(From Draft of 1904 Agreement establishing the
Ford Motor Company, Walkerville, Ontario, Windsor
1892-1992: A Centennial Celebration, inside cover)
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A map of early Ford City by Ron Welch. Note how the railways cut off Ford from the rest of the metropolitan area with the only routes out of the
city being Riverside Drive and the rail lines. (Price and Kulisek, p. 23)

By 1912, Ford of Canada was a great success
and was building facilities in a new town upriver
from Walkerville, which was eventually named
Ford City. The municipality was incorporated in
1912 and grew very rapidly. Until the Great
Depression of 1929, both Detroit and Windsor
enjoyed some of the highest growth rates in
North America due to the auto industry. The
industry also attracted immigrants from all over
North America and many European countries.
From this humble beginning rose the giant of
the Canadian auto industry in the first half of this
century. Ford of Canada’s operations dominated
Windsor manufacturing until 1954, and induced
many other auto component manufacturers to
locate in the Windsor area. However, after World
War Two, there was a blip in growth on both sides
of the river. As other parts of Canada and the
United States grew in wealth and population, there
was more decentralization in the industry.
Canadian production facilities in the 1950’s
and 1960’s tended to pay greater regard to
transportation costs within the Canadian market,
and the Golden Horseshoe around Toronto was
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deemed to be better placed than Windsor.
General Motors had always been in Oshawa. Ford
moved to Oakville in 1954, and only Chrysler
was left assembling automobiles in Windsor.
In the 1960’s, the conclusion of the CanadaUnited States autopact changed the impact of
geography. Under this agreement the whole of
North America would be one unified market for
autos and parts. This, plus the change in
production techniques to achieve ‘just in time
delivery’ gave Windsor back its geographic
advantage in relation to the main centers of auto
sales in North America.
Today, the industry has become widely dispersed
due to NAFTA, global trade, and the establishment
of production facilities by foreign car makers. In
addition, the early location in southeast Michigan
and southwestern Ontario by several auto-related
industries also meant the early growth of industrial
unionism and some element of inflexibility in
labour-management relations. All of these factors have tended to disperse plants in Canada
and the United States from the Detroit River
region.
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The Walkerville Wagon Works, shown here in a drawing by Hodgkinson, stood on the river at the foot of Drouillard Road and was the first
assembly plant for Ford automobiles in Canada. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

Today, the promise of old core revitalization has
brought General Motors’ headquarters to the
Renaissance Centre located on the river in Detroit.
On the opposite shore in Windsor, is the promise
of Chrysler Canada constructing its new
administration building, overlooking the river, in
the City’s oldest shopping block. All of the “Big
Three” auto makers have plants in Windsor. It is
clear that the direction of this important industry
still tends to focus on the Detroit River region.

Ojibway
In the push to expand the industrial base along
the river in the early nineteenth century, the
United States Steel Company of Gary, Indiana,
expressed an interest in developing an area of
land south of Sandwich and north of Turkey
Creek. Known as Ojibway, this area had been the
first part of the river shoreline to be subdivided
into farm lots in the mid-eighteenth century.
The area’s subsoil was different from much of
the rest of the county. Instead of the heavy clay
associated with a glacial lake, there was sand and
gravel which had proven inferior for farming.
Together with its low lying aspect it had not been
a favourite place for the early settlers who had
dubbed it ‘côte de la misere’ or ‘the miserable side’.
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By the nineteenth century, much of this area had
reverted to woodland and was known locally as
Yawkey Bush. Along the shoreline there were
pleasant sandy beaches and towards the end of
the nineteenth century, a number of the new
middle class had established summer cottages in
an area known as Brighton Beach.
Ojibway began its industrial growth in the late
nineteenth century when it was discovered that
there was a large vein of salt, which began on
the Canadian side. Salt mining, and chemical
industries using salt as a raw material, developed
along the Canadian side of the river, as well as
on the opposite shore.
The large, flat and undeveloped tract of land
near the river seemed to be an appropriate site
for building wharves and docks to bring in the
raw materials for manufacturing. The United
States Steel Company picked the site as a suitable place to bring in iron ore or coal and to
ship out finished products via the Great Lakes.
A special Act of the Ontario legislature was
passed establishing Ojibway as a company town
of United States Steel in 1912. Its mayor and
council were appointed by the company and a
town site was planned which would copy the lay
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moved its main assembly plant to Oakville. (Courtesy of the Windsor’s Community Museum)
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out of Gary, Indiana, United States Steel’s main
base. The promise of great growth in the down
river area where it had previously lagged, set off
a furious period of land speculation in the 1920’s.
In the period of new prosperity, people from all
across North America gambled on land which
they thought could be sold at great profit in a
short time. Much of Sandwich West township
surrounding Ojibway became part of a speculative
land boom. This caused the withdrawal of large
tracts of land from farming, dispersal of ownership,
and a freezing of this land for residential use for
many years. When the expected steel town did
not materialize because of great fluctuations in
steel prices and competition from Hamilton, only
minimal development occurred. Once again,
most of the land returned to bush, ultimately
creating one of the most significant natural
areas in Essex County including the LaSalle
Woodlot, Ojibway Park, and the Prairie Grass
Conservancy area.
The lands in Ojibway and surrounding Sandwich
West areas near the river and Turkey Creek
remained largely undeveloped until well after the
Second World War, except for the relatively small
community of LaSalle. Meanwhile, other areas up
river leapt forward and gradually drove urban
growth all the way to the shores of Lake St. Clair.

Riverside
The development of Riverside was influenced
both by wealthy Americans seeking recreational
lands as well as by the industrial growth and
increasing populations of neighbouring
communities, especially Ford City. The rapid
growth of the automobile industry, particularly
Ford of Canada, and the resultant influx of a
large and diverse body of immigrants, led to the
hasty and somewhat unplanned growth of Ford
City, which demonstrated a sharp contrast with
Walkerville. Unlike Walkerville, the residents of
Ford City lived in close proximity to the noise
and pollution of the new industrial plants and
railway spurs.
There was an obvious need for a non-industrial
suburb which conformed more to the new garden
city notions of urban layout and located away
from industry. Riverside proved to be a place
where more well to do managers and professionals
could get away from the blight of industry and
this municipality, incorporated in 1921, grew
rapidly. Wealthy Americans had built opulent
summer residences along the river and created
Riverside Drive, colloquially known in the 1920’s
as “Millionaire’s Row”. Connecting on to Riverside
Drive were rows of modest homes which were
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built in more spacious, park like surroundings
than could be found in Ford City or Windsor.
Riverside was initially established by the first
inhabitants of these areas who were almost
completely French. An influx of new residents in
time changed this and this community would
become heavily weighted towards residents from
the British Isles.

LaSalle
In the historic, French community of Petite Côte,
the best farmlands lay south of Turkey Creek. It
was here that the original French community
began to concentrate around the parish of Sacred
Heart Church (circa 1923-24). Previously the
inhabitants of LaSalle were part of the Assumption
Church and St. Joseph in Rivière aux Canards.
This community was incorporated in 1924, and
given the name LaSalle. This was the oldest
centre of settlement and because of its isolation
from the other communities, it remained very
French in character until very recent times.

Overview: Fragmentation and
Consolidation of the River
Communities
The discussion has so far concentrated on factors
that influenced the establishment and growth of
distinct settlements along the southern and
eastern shores of the Detroit River. The continued
growth of Windsor, Essex County and Detroit
during the twentieth century, and the interplay of
international economies, resulted in an eradication
of the original patterns of settlement, and the
eventual integration of the distinct river
communities.
Earlier it was illustrated how Windsor, though a
late starter, came to hold a dominant position
due to its central geographic location and links
across the river. Its dynamic expansion was based
on its importance as the key service, commercial
and industrial centre, not only along the river,
but eventually for the whole of Essex County.
Quite early in the twentieth century, the separate
river communities were gradually coalescing and
forming one interacting economic nexus. Service
problems, especially relating to water and sewage,
but also including transportation, public health
and planning, demanded some form of
institutionalized cooperation. In 1918, the
communities from Tecumseh to LaSalle joined
in a quasi-metropolitan government called the
Border Cities Utilities Commission. This achieved
some success in developing water and sewage
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Looking north from Tuscarora to Detroit between McDougall Ave. and Bruce Ave. in the 1950’s. Note the Norton Palmer and Prince Edward Hotel
on Park Street and the entrance to the tunnel next to St. Alphonsus Church and City Hall Square. (Courtesy of Windsor’s Community Museum)

services, but failed to reach any financial accommodation to meet the burdens of a fiscal and
debt crisis brought on by the Great Depression.
In 1935, the provincial government compelled
Sandwich, Windsor, Walkerville and East Windsor
(Ford City) to amalgamate. In 1965, Windsor
feeling the loss of tax base and industrial flight to
the suburbs, succeeded in gaining Ontario
Municipal Board approval to absorb Riverside,
Sandwich East Township, the urban half of
Sandwich West Township, and the industrial
community of Ojibway. Windsor, with a population
of 200,000 then dominated the region. Further
attempts by the Province to coax Windsor and
the County into a regional government in the
mid 1970’s failed when the province recognized
the political risks of foisting a regional solution
against local resistance.

dialogue had failed to develop a solution. This
new municipality is now called Amherstburg.
There are now only three municipalities: Windsor,
LaSalle and Amherstburg. All are urbanized,
except for a few rural remnants in LaSalle and
northern Amherstburg (former Anderdon
Township). The City of Windsor is interested in
further consolidation, but this unresolved
question is the subject of continuing debate.

In the late 1990’s, Ontario once again urged
consolidation as a means of lowering costs and
sharing burdens. Essex County “voluntarily”
reduced the number of municipalities bringing
about a consolidation of municipalities bordering
Windsor to the north and south.
In the north, St. Clair Beach, Tecumseh, and
Sandwich South have merged. LaSalle (which
includes the former Sandwich West Township)
having grown rapidly to 20,000 residents, has
been left as a viable unit on Windsor’s southern
border. A commissioner appointed by the
province united Amherstburg, Malden Township,
and Anderdon Township after years of voluntary
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“Celebrating the New City”, an original painting by Ronald Suichu,
was officially done to celebrate the City of Windsor’s centennial in
1992. The picture shows the rail ferrry, the Great Western, pulling
away from the Windsor shore. In the background, can be seen the
passenger ferry ‘Excelsior’ and an unknown schooner. (Courtesy of
Ronald Suichu)
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Summary
Most of the region’s heaviest populated
centers, and some of Canada’s most vital
industries developed in the past 150 years
due to the vision of residents who used the
Detroit River, and differences between two
countries, to their advantage. Three hundred
years ago, Detroit River settlements began as
one community, depending on the river for food,
water, transportation and communications. The
single community was eventually divided by
the formation of the United States and the
international boundary that resulted. Even then,
Canadian river communities benefitted from
this scenario in various ways. Windsor
developed as the major water front community
due to acquiring the ferry links with Detroit,
and later, the Great Western Railway terminus.
Entrepreneurs capitalized by using the river,
Windsor’s proximity to Detroit, and differences
in trade and duty laws to develop major
industries such as Hiram Walker and Ford of
Canada. The communities of Walkerville and
Ford City developed with these enterprises.
Riverside experienced growth by enticing
wealthy Americans to settle on its waterfront
and by attracting managers from the new
Ford plant. The one river front community
that developed differently from the others
was LaSalle. LaSalle was a French
agricultural community, centered around
Sacred Heart Church, that remained isolated
from the influx of industry and new residents
until recent times. Many of these separate
communities were amalgamated years ago, or
may join in the near future, but the heritage of
the Detroit River and the symbiotic effects of
industry and residential development continue
in the region. Moreover, the livelihood of
countless Canadians today depends on the
industries developed by yesterday’s entrepreneurs who saw the opportunity along the
shores of the Detroit River.
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Chapter Seven
The River’s Influence on Regional
Roles and Cultural Landscapes
The legal and religious differences between
Canada and the United States resulted in the
river being used to create unique regional roles
and cultural landscapes; the impact of which is
felt to this day. There are three examples of this
phenomenon: the fate of the French culture on
both sides of the river, the “underground railway”,
and finally, the impact of differing international
laws on the cultural mosaic of river-front
communities.

The French Community Along The
Detroit River
Founded by the French in 1701, Detroit and
communities on both shores of the river developed
with a strongly French presence and culture. In
spite of changes in the area’s jurisdictional control,
these settlers maintained their strong family ties
and traded freely across the river. As time passed,
this would change, but Canada would retain
elements of the French culture, which were all
but lost on the American side.
In the early years of settlement, the French, British
and Americans at the Detroit military garrison
found that despite the extent of local agriculture,
insufficient supplies of food were available from
local production. This necessitated bringing food
great distances from Montreal, or in the case of
the Americans, from the eastern states. The reason
given for this situation was that French settlers
were not interested in commercial agriculture.
In addition to farming, they spent their time
supplementing their food and income sources
through fishing, hunting, logging and gathering
wild products. There were complaints by Americans
from the east and English Loyalists that the
French were not interested in improving their
land or their crop yields.This lifestyle led to
isolation and self containment of the French
communities which allowed them to be relatively
immune to currents of modernization in Michigan
until the mid-1820’s, and in Essex County, until
1900.
Even after the American takeover of 1796,
Michigan remained isolated and remote, perhaps
more so than under the British who had a stronger
presence in Great Lakes shipping. In 1818,
Michigan had a European population of
approximately 8,500 while Ohio had a population
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of more than half a million. However, this quickly
changed with the development of steam vessels
and the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825. Land
routes were still almost non-existent so the
development of water routes and new
transportation technologies were key to growth
on the north bank of the river.
In the 1820’s, the French were dominant on both
sides of the river. This ended on the American
side as immigrants from the east began to pour
into Michigan when new routes to the interior
opened lands for settlement. The French in
Michigan were soon eclipsed by aggressive and
individualistic settlers from New York, Pennsylvania,
and the New England States.
Detroit and its principal Catholic Church,
St. Anne’s, remained a focus of French culture
and language for some time. As new counties
were established west and north of Detroit they
were largely settled by Americans from the east
and some Europeans, especially Germans and
Irish. The French were treated as American citizens
and given the vote. In 1825, they elected one of
their own, Father Richard, to the Territorial
Council. However, this distinct community would
not remain in what became the ebullient melting
pot of cultures during the rapid expansion of
Michigan beginning in the 1830’s.
The scene was different on the Canadian side of
the river where the French community kept its
identity through a combination of factors: the
extended family, the high birth rate and a constant
reinforcement of immigrants from Quebec, New
Brunswick, France, and other parts of Europe,
such as Belgium and Switzerland. The existence
of farm land, work on the railways and in
forestry, and the opening of factories all encouraged
new waves of immigrants who kept Francophone
culture alive. The many parish churches
established in the settlements of River Canard,
McGregor, Tecumseh, Belle River, St. Joachim,
and Point aux Roches along with LaSalle fostered
solidarity and a French school system. This lasted
along the north shore, and south of Windsor
until the beginning of the twentieth century.
French school boards still thrive in the region
today, though they are not tied exclusively to the
original French settlements.The end of rural
isolation, rapid urbanization and new Ontario
government policies seemed to herald the
absorption of the French culture, much as happened
in Michigan. There was much conflict over this
issue, but after the report of the Bilingualism
and Bicultural Commission in the 1960’s, a
renewed effort followed to assure the place of
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French across Canada, and especially in places
such as Essex County, where there was a demand
for French services.
Today, there is a strong upsurge in education in
both bilingual and totally French settings on the
Canadian side of the Detroit River. French television
and radio is available, and government services
must be available in both languages. FrenchCanadian social clubs, such as Place Concorde,
are now active centers for cultural and social
events in the French language. Thus, French
culture in the Detroit River region, established
with the founding of Fort Pontchartrain, has been
retained on the Canadian side, yet lost in its
original home of Detroit. The distinct cultural
identities that have formed between the two
nations, are in large part due to the Detroit
River’s role as a jurisdictional boundary, whose
impact on French culture is evident to this day.

The “Underground Railroad” Brings New
Canadian Citizens
The term “underground railroad” was used to
describe an organized system of escape routes
for African slaves or free blacks who sought to
escape slavery and harassment by seeking refuge
either in anti-slavery states north of the MasonDixon line, or to be completely secure, where
American laws and agents of slave owners could
no longer return them to servitude. The “railroad”
consisted of a number of routes leaving from the
slave states while “stations” or safe houses
manned by anti-slavery sympathizers offered
shelter and assistance for refugees moving north
to freedom in Canada. Major crossing points into
Canada were the Niagara River and points on or
near the Detroit River.
The distinction between slavery and anti-slavery
factions was not inherent in the Canadian
situation from the beginning. Slaves were part of
the population of Detroit under the French, and
Loyalists coming to the Amherstburg area brought
slaves with them. However, in 1792, the first
legislative assembly of Upper Canada, forbade
continued commerce in slaves and granted
freedom to those who outlived their masters. In
1833, slavery was made illegal throughout the
British Empire giving freedom to all, thus
establishing Canada as a haven for escaped slaves.
These events, combined with the passage of a
much more stringent Fugitive Slave Act in the
United States in 1850, made Canada a mecca for
slaves seeking freedom. Even as far back as the
aftermath of the War of 1812, the news of a
country without slavery had penetrated to states
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

such as Kentucky, Virginia, and Carolina through
returning American soldiers.
Michigan, Ohio and Indiana were important states
along the escape route since they were heavily
populated with former New Englanders and New
Yorkers. Along with free black sympathizers and
Quakers from Pennsylvania, they were strongly
abolitionist in sentiment and willing to provide
transportation, advice and resources to assist
escaped slaves.
In the early eighteenth century, the route around
the western end of Lake Erie into Michigan and
the Detroit River was long and arduous because
of the Black Swamp in Ohio and dense forests.
Favourite points to leave for Canada were
Cleveland, Sandusky or Toledo in Ohio. After the
establishment of regular shipping service, it was
relatively easy to get passage with sympathetic
captains on boats which usually broke their
passage at Amherstburg on the Canadian side.
Thus, Amherstburg became a major terminus of
the “Underground Railroad.” The town’s North
American Black Historical Museum now pays
homage to that chapter of history. For escaped
slaves who reached Detroit, there was also hope
of passage to Canada on the ferry to Windsor.
Free blacks who lived in Detroit actively worked
to undermine efforts to capture and return slaves,
and also helped escapees cross to Canada where
they could live in freedom.

The North American Black Historical Museum and Cultural Centre
opened its doors September 20, 1981 in the town of Amherstburg.
The idea of a black museum originated with Melvin (Mac Simpson)
and funds raised by the Church of Nazary and other sources. The
museum tells the story of escaped slaves from the United States who
found freedom in Canada. ( Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Original
Photogragh)

Throughout the nineteenth century until the Civil
War in 1861, there was a constant flow of refugee
slaves into Canada. At the time of the Civil War,
it was estimated that there were approximately
4,000,000 slaves in the United States. Those
who escaped to Canada were estimated at
approximately 40,000. (Walls) After the end of
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the war, about half returned to seek out relatives
and establish themselves as citizens of the
United States.

was an escaped slave. Escaped slaves are also
credited with establishing tobacco cultivation in

In Essex and Kent counties, African Canadians
comprised a substantial proportion of the
population of Windsor, Sandwich, Amherstburg,
Chatham, and a host of small inland settlements
such as Buxton, Dresden, and New Canaan.
Total Population
Amherstburg
Sandwich
(Walls)

African
2,000
1,500

Canadians
500
100

The life of escaped fugitives in Canada was by no
means a state of bliss. They were faced with
prejudice and discrimination, but as in the
anti-slavery states, there were individuals and
organizations willing to help them settle and
make a new life after they arrived, destitute and
weary from their long and difficult journey.
Other blacks awaited and supported them after
acting as conductors on the “underground.” One
of the most famous conductors was Josiah Henson
better known as “Uncle Tom,” a character in
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s book, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, which purportedly was a catalyst to
starting the Civil War. (Phelps)
The journal of Levi Coffin, an ardent Quaker
anti-slavery activist, sheds light on the situation
in Canada along the Detroit River. In his visit in
1854, he spoke of meeting with considerable
communities of ‘coloured’ people in Windsor,
Sandwich and Amherstburg and also inland at
the communities of Colchester and Gosfield. He
mentioned the case of a white man placed on
trial in Sandwich, who had engaged in enticing
former slaves to cross to Detroit where they
could be seized by agents of the slave owners.
This person was condemned in the strongest
terms by Col. Prince, the Magistrate, who said
that fugitives were free citizens of Canada and
the felon was subject to a heavy fine and
imprisonment. This case shows how seriously
Canadians took any infringement on their
sovereignty and laws in 1854.
Coffin also described how Amherstburg was a
key terminus in the west for the “Underground
Railroad” and how escaped slaves could count
on help from their fellow fugitives, and a local
mission to start anew in their land of refuge.
Many had done well using their learned skills to
establish businesses as artisans, shopkeepers
and tavern owners. Mr. Hamilton, the owner of
the foremost tavern in Amherstburg at the time,
Detroit River Heritage River Background Report

The Black Baptist Church in Sandwich was constructed in 1851 by
African Americans who came to Canada on the “underground railroad”.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Original Photograph)

Essex County.
Although many former slaves returned to the
United States after the Civil War, many stayed to
eventually become a significant part of the cultural
mosaic along the river and to become active
participants and leading citizens of the border
towns and cities. At the time of writing, the Mayor
of Amherstburg, a member of LaSalle council,
and a former member of Federal parliament can
all trace their origins to this population.

Significant Developments Based on
Cross River Differences in Morality
and Law
Detroit and Michigan began as overwhelmingly
Catholic communities, where a less stern and
puritanical view of life prevailed than, for example,
New England. The British, under the influence of
Anglicanism, also tended to be more relaxed on
issues of social conduct. However, from the
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1830’s on, a new outlook became predominant
in Michigan, which owed much to the sterner
Protestant perspectives of settlers from New
England and Pennsylvania.
This more fundamentalist religious outlook was
crystallized in laws which restricted gambling,
capital punishment, blood sports and prostitution
in Michigan. It was obvious that opportunities
existed for Canadians to do business with
Americans, where they could pursue forbidden
activities without restriction. This difference has
had a major influence on the way in which the
two sides of the river have interacted from the
earliest times, but especially since Michigan
became a state in 1837.

The topography and physical characteristics of the
Detroit River lent itself to the carriage of illegal
cargoes from the Canadian to the American
shore, without fear of interception by the U.S.
coast guard or police officers. Boats were easily
concealed because the river was wide with many
islands. Along the shoreline were marshes lined
with high reeds and grasses, in which boats and
punts could easily be hidden when pursuit
occurred. In the winter the river was often solidly
frozen, and cars or light trucks could quickly
cross at many points during the night. Unless
authorities in Michigan were tipped off, it was
almost impossible to intercept more than a
token amount of the illegal traffic.

Capital Punishment
It may surprise many Canadians who view our
penal system as more liberal than its American
counterpart, to learn that the last exercise of
capital punishment occurred in Michigan around
1830. In Sandwich, where the region’s criminal
courts and jail were located, executions were
carried out throughout the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. A murderer, seeking to
escape a capital sentence, could attempt an
escape to Michigan and, if successful, would not
be sent back to face execution. This was finally
changed in 1942 when Canadian parliament
outlawed execution of convicted murderers.

Rum Running and High Living in the
1920’s
The passage of the Volstead Act in 1919
prohibited the sale and manufacture of alcoholic
beverages in the United States, which opened a
period of great opportunity for some Canadians
and Americans, who formed an eager partnership
to smuggle beer and spirits from Canada across
the river to Michigan.

Jalopies loaded with liquor were driven across the ice by rum runners
during the 1920’s. (From the Windsor Border Police)
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Whiskey smugglers get ready to make a run for the Detroit shore
from a dock on the Windsor waterfront near the current Caron Avenue
pumping station. (From The Windsor Border Police)

The example of prohibition shows to what degree
Canadians took an ambivalent and opportunistic
attitude to this trade. There was prohibition on the
sale of liquor in Ontario, but there was no
restriction on manufacture. Thus breweries and
distilleries, such as Hiram Walkers, did distill for
the export market. The smuggling of alcohol
continued throughout the 1920’s until pressure
from the United States persuaded Canada to clamp
down around 1929. The Volstead Act was repealed
in 1933.
The export trade was handled by a series of special
companies located at wharves along the river. The
bills of lading indicated that the exports were destined
for such exotic destinations as Cuba, Bermuda,
or the Bahamas. Nevertheless, these cargoes
were often loaded in fast, small motor boats that
would return within two hours for another load.
Down river on the American side, a significant
boat building industry developed at Gibraltar
and Grosse Isle. Boats were equipped with high
powered engines or aircraft engines adapted to
fit speed boats. These boats could easily outPage 51
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distance the coast guard and were a favourite
purchase of Canadian rum runners.

The Dare of the Demon Run, an original painting by Ronald Suichu,
shows rumrunners carrying alcohol across the river to Michigan
during prohibition. The site of the picture is the Mill Street dock in
Sandwich in 1928 and to the right construction of the Ambassador
Bridge can be seen. (Courtesy of Ronald Suichu)

The river also offered other opportunities for
those interested in alcohol with the growth of
‘road houses’ on the outskirts of the Metro area.

Although promoted as restaurants, these
businesses also offered a wide range of illegal
alcoholic beverages. Located outside the orbit of
local police, each ‘road house’ had a dock for
American visitors. Strategically placed lookouts
would warn of any impending raid by police
which allowed Americans to escape across the
river. In many places local authorities would turn
a blind eye to such happenings. In LaSalle many
of the residents, and even the mayor, Vidal Benoit,
were active participants in the liquor trade.
Screened from the Michigan shore by Fighting
Island, LaSalle was an ideal centre for the rum
running business. A man stationed at the head
of Fighting Island with high-powered glasses
worked in conjunction with a speedboat lookout,
in following the movements of the speedboats
of the United States enforcement officers. The
rum running craft would remain in Canadian
waters until they received the signal to proceed
from the watchman at the head of Fighting Island.
(From Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 289)

Reverend J.O.L. Spracklin, a temperance crusader, was found “not guilty” in the shooting death of Beverly “Babe” Trumble. This case clearly
showed the tensions between temperance and rumrunners in the 1920’s. (Courtesy of The Windsor Border Police)
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The early profits of the illegal liquor trade added
to the general air of prosperity in the 1920’s and
also helped to create a general attitude of
disrespect for the law. This set Windsor on a
course where illegal gambling, prostitution, and
corruption of some police and government officials
became an accepted practice. This ultimately led
to an inquiry into the Windsor Police and a general
move towards political reform in the post war
Windsor of the 1950’s.

Gambling, Horse Racing and such
Diversions
In the nineteenth century, the same strict morality
which frowned on loose personal conduct made
it risky for Americans to promote old time
‘entertainment’ such as dog and cock fighting and
bare knuckle prize fighting. On the Canadian
side, these events took place in rural settings
outside the urban centers. Although these
activities were illegal in Canada too, enforcement
was almost non-existent. Events were promoted
by word of mouth as opportunities for betting
and attracted large numbers of Americans. By
the early twentieth century, these events were in
decline, but were soon replaced with harness
racing, especially after this activity was banned
in Michigan in 1910.
In the 1920’s, although a relatively small city,
Windsor had no fewer than three race tracks, at
which some of the most famous horses and
jockeys of the time were seen. It was the thousands
of American patrons who crossed the river to watch
and bet on races which made this possible. Again
it was the more hospitable legal regime which
encouraged tracks to develop here. Their demise
in the 1930’s was largely due to a decline in
American prosperity and a realization that thousands
of U.S. dollars were crossing the river to Canada.

In the 1960’s, racing was revived when a large
and opulent track opened near Ojibway on land
newly annexed to the City of Windsor. The huge
parking lot and easy access to the Ambassador
Bridge made it clear who the target audience
was. For two decades, business was brisk, but
in the early 1990’s, was slowed by new gambling
venues. Competing attractions at first seemed
to doom the race track as an exciting gambling
venue. However, new technology has enabled
gamblers to view the whole racing scene across
North America via satellite, and now, there is the
prospect of additional gaming opportunities
such as slot machines. Thus, the race track
seems once again assured to remain as an
important part of Windsor’s entertainment scene.
In succeeding years, Windsor became a sort of
gambling mecca, as additional opportunities
developed through bingo halls, and charity casinos.
In 1994, a full scale Las Vegas style casino
opened on the Windsor river front. It is widely
acknowledged that four fifths of the gamblers in
Windsor come from the United States. Michigan
has never been enthusiastic about encouraging
gambling and up to 1997 had only authorized
native owned casinos, which ironically, located in
northern areas of the state, attracting many of
their customers from Canada.
In several plebiscites, Detroit turned down casinos
in the period when Coleman Young was mayor,
though he enthusiastically supported the idea.
Due to the opening of two casinos in Windsor
and the huge sums spent by patrons crossing
the river from the United States, the current Mayor,
Dennis Archer, was able to convince the electorate
to support casinos in Detroit. This was supported,
not so much on its merits as an economic activity,
but as a response to a Canadian initiative which
was draining huge sums from the economy of
southeast Michigan. Thus, as we approach the
twenty-first century, the Detroit River is staged
to become a gambling center on both of its shores.

Importance of the River as an
International Boundary

Devonshire Race Track located near the present site of Devonshire Mall
was one of three race tracks operating in Windsor during the 1920’s. The
track attracted Americans since horse racing and betting was illegal
in Michigan. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Postcard Collection)

Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The fact that the Detroit River constitutes a
boundary between the United States and Canada
has been of overwhelming importance in its
impact on the development of human heritage on
both banks of the river. A number of rivers in
Canada form a boundary with the United States,
but no other has the level of economic
development and population density that the
Detroit shoreline has.
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In 2001, the tercentennial of European settlement
will be celebrated along the Detroit River.
Interaction between the river’s shores has
continued throughout the history of Canada and
the United States. Major factors in each country’s
history can be traced to important events and
trends along the Detroit River. The river and its
immediate basin constitute a microcosm of the
history of North America in a way which is not
duplicated on this continent.
In the beginning, native and French people built
settlements on both sides of the river. This was
truly a single community both separated and
bound together by the river which, throughout the
eighteenth century, was the main connection
between various elements of the community and
the outside world. The differences in jurisdictional
matters and the formation of an international
boundary separated the river communities. Indeed,
for a period of time in the early nineteenth century,
many Americans and Canadians looked across the
river with mistrust, even hostility. But, the spirit of
shared culture prevailed and friendly relations were
the norm by the late nineteenth century. As each
new country struggled to build its identity and
economy, various protective laws restricted the
once free exchange of goods. The separate
identity and culture in each country became more
distinct. However, with the establishment of free
trade agreements, many of the protective barriers
are now gone. The heritage shared by river
resident’s on both shores is now celebrated in
events such as the Freedom Festival. Detroit River
communities appear to be returning to their early
roots, through joint planning exercises and sharing
of resources. There is a renewed understanding
that, while separated under two flags, communities
are still bound together by the river. As the
tercentennial nears, this spirit of cooperation will
move the Detroit River and its communities into
the twenty-first century.
By the summer of 1857 the logical move was
to connect the lines into Detroit and Windsor
by a submarine cable across the Detroit River.
This was in harmony with the extremely friendly
feeling then existing between the United States
and Canada. The Detroit press commented as
follows: “Hitherto all dispatches have been carried
by messengers which is uncertain, and for this
fast age, is slow. The lightning flash will now
succeed the slow progress of the messenger
boy’s canoe and another link will be added to
the chain which is fast binding together the
interest of the United States and British America.”
The cable was laid on Thursday, July 16, 1857
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-the ship used was Dr. Russell’s ferry boat
Windsor. The route of the cable between the
two shores was via Belle Isle. The next day the
ends of the submarine cable were attached to the
land telegraph on both sides of the river. The
following delighted comment speaks for itself.
Messages were received (in Detroit) from
London, Toronto, and various other places on
the line of the Montreal Telegraph. The cable
works to a charm, not the slightest difference
being perceptible between communication
through it and the common land telegraph.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 36)
Summary
Through the centuries, Canadians and
Americans together have seized opportunities
presented by the Detroit River, inadvertently
creating unique regional and cultural landscapes. The Detroit River was first settled by
the French nearly 300 years ago. Today, the
Francophone community continues to thrive
on the Canadian side, in spite of the distance
from Quebec. The river was also a vital link in
the“underground railroad”, bringing escaped
slaves to communities such as Amherstburg
and Sandwich. The contributions of these new
citizens and their descendants have greatly
enriched the region’s cultural and political
mosaic. In addition, the river provided the link
for Americans who took advantage of less
restrictive laws on the Canadian shore.
Smuggling was a continuous activity on the
river during prohibition. Taverns or ‘roadhouses’ were located on the river with
marinas to cater to American visitors. In the
1920’s, Americans and Canadians alike were
able to gamble at three different racetracks in
the Windsor area. Today, the Windsor
Raceway, and the new Casino Windsor
continue to provide gambling opportunities in
their strategic locations along or near the
waterfront. It is clear that elements of culture
in the Essex region evolved due to the Detroit
River, and the residents who took advantage,
right or wrong, of its opportunities.
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Chapter Eight
Transportation
When the French selected the Detroit River as a
site for a fortified settlement they showed a great
foresight and understanding of Great Lakes
geography and in particular the strategic location
of the river in the centre of the North American
continent. The transportation advantages of the
river itself and the particular site of Detroit and
Windsor proved to be a magnet for vital
transportation routes for the next 300 years.
These routes influenced settlement and economic
development in large areas of Canada and the
United States. In addition, different transportation
technologies, ranging from the canoe to the
automobile, have all impacted on development
in the Detroit River basin, and the millions of
people who live there. This section will trace the
development of various transportation technologies
and routes and will outline their impact on
development of the Detroit River region.

The French and the Voyageur Canoe:
1700-1760
The French adapted the Aboriginal birchbark canoe
which became the principle tool for exploration,
settlement and trade in the eighteenth century.
They built larger canoes and developed the skills
of a special class of men who became known as
‘voyageurs’ who were capable of travelling
thousands of kilometres through rough terrain and
carrying considerable amounts of merchandise
for trade or to equip a new settlement. Cadillac,
for example, travelled to Detroit with 50 soldiers
and 50 civilians in 25 canoes. The journey was
made from Montreal in seven weeks via the
Ottawa and French Rivers to Georgian Bay and
Lake Huron, and finally the Detroit River.
For the first century the canoe dominated travel
to the outside world and local travel along the
river. A very limited number of sailing boats
were available since rapids and waterfalls were
major obstacles through the Great Lakes system.
A notable exception to this was LaSalle who in
1679 made his famous voyage after building the
Griffon on Lake Erie and sailed to Lake Michigan
before the ship sank in a storm. It was only when
canals and shipbuilding facilities were developed
in the early nineteenth century that the sail
replaced the canoe.
During the French period to 1760 the main route
from Detroit to Montreal continued to be
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

through the Georgian Bay and Ottawa Valley with
considerable amounts of trade coming from Fort
Michilimacinac and the northwest. Large freight
canoes were developed for long distance travel
which could carry a crew of twelve and hundreds
of kilograms of merchandise and supplies. Despite
the precedent set by LaSalle, little use was made
of sailing ships because they could not tackle
the St. Lawrence River rapids or be portaged
around Niagara Falls.
Two other boats came into use to carry heavy
loads of lumber, livestock and stone. They were
the bateau and scow. The bateau was a light
flat-bottomed river boat which could be moved
by oars, poles or sail. Bateaux were frequently
used on the Detroit River and Lakes Erie and St.
Clair. A scow was a large flat-bottomed boat that
was towed or poled and they were commonly
seen on the Detroit River up until the time of
Prohibition.
After 1760 and British occupation of Detroit, the
canoe and the French voyageurs continued to
play a vital role in the fur trade. Canoes also
remained the main means of travel along the
Detroit River until the snows and ice of winter.
At that time land travel actually improved in
winter because horse drawn sleds could be used
on snow and ice with little need for roads and
bridges or concern about mud and dust. Canoes
remained in use for local travel until well into the
nineteenth century, when a type of rowing boat,
or bateaux, became more popular.

The Era of Sail and Steam Vessels
The beginning of the sailing vessel era on the
Detroit River can be connected to the occupation
of Detroit by the British under the command of
Major Robert Rogers. As Lajeunesse comments:
The coming of the British opened an era of
marked progress in lake navigation. There .
had been no sailing vessels on Lake Erie . .
since the ill-fated maiden voyage of LaSalle’s
Griffon in 1679. The very next year after the
conquest the schooner Huron was built on .
an island in the Niagara River (later called . .
Navy Island).
Lajeunesse, p. 1xxvi

.
.
.
.
.
.

The sailing vessel was an important strategic tool
for the British. This was demonstrated first in the
defense of Detroit during Pontiac’s uprising of
1763. The schooner, Huron and the sloop,
Michigan, were built at the Navy Island shipyard
and played a pivotal role in bringing supplies
and reinforcements to the fort during the siege
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with bateaux in support. In October, the fort was
re-supplied by the Huron when Pontiac was only
partially able to intercept the bateaux but not the
sailing ship. It became clear to Pontiac and his
followers that their siege of the British garrison
would not be effective. Pontiac’s only other hope
was help from his former allies the French.
However, when at the end of October 1763, the
French told Pontiac that they were at peace and
would not help Pontiac’s uprising was doomed.
This event made it clear to the British the
importance of maintaining naval vessels on the
River and lakes.
The British established a shipyard at Detroit in
1777. After the Americans occupied Detroit in
1796, British shipbuilding and repairing continued
at the Amherstburg Navy Yard. Many of the early
sailing vessels were square rigged ships, such as
the H.M.S. Detroit which was built at Amherstburg.
These ships were particularly useful for naval
operations and the H.M.S. Detroit was the premiere
British ship in the Battle of Lake Erie (1813).
An effort is currently under way to create a
reproduction of this ship for heritage and tourism
reasons.

Lawrence), Ohio. The shipyard originally
established by the British was continued at
Detroit and eventually, several down river
communities along the Detroit River also had
ship building facilities. The shipyard at Erie,
Pennsylvania was developed under the command
of Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry. Here a fleet
was quickly built which defeated the British at the
Battle of Lake Erie and gave the Americans mastery
of the Lake for the remainder of the War of 1812.
With few ship construction facilities on the
Canadian side of the River or the Great Lakes,
many Canadian ships were built in American
shipyards or, in the case of sailing vessels, in the
Maritimes with its great tradition of schooner
construction. One of the most famous of these
vessels was the schooner J.T. Wing, built in 1917
at Weymouth, Nova Scotia. The schooner was
approximately 140 feet long and 38 feet wide.
Unfortunately, it was wrecked in the Bahamas
and was later salvaged with an American registry.
It had a long and varied career on the Detroit
River and Great Lakes and was finally brought to
Belle Isle in 1949 to form the Museum of Great
Lakes Marine History.

The schooner J.T. Wing was built at Weymouth, Nova Scotia in 1917.
After being salvaged in the Bahamas, it was brought to the Great
Lakes in 1924. The schooner formed the nucleus of the first Marine
Museum of the Great Lakes established in 1949 on Belle Isle.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

The H.M.S. Detroit was built at the King’s Navy Yard in Amherstburg
in 1812. The original painting by Hodgkinson is on display at the
Gordon House. (Courtesy of the Gordon House)

The Americans were slow to bring sailing ships
to Lake Erie but after they started, shipbuilding
centers sprang up in Black Rock, New York, Erie,
Pennsylvania, Cleveland, Ohio and Toledo (Port
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During the nineteenth century, the amount of
shipping on the Detroit River increased
exponentially, in part, due to improvements
made in connecting the Lakes to important
sea ports and avenues of trade. Prior to the
nineteenth century, Montreal had been the
main port of entry to the heart of the continent.
However, this changed with the building of the
Erie Canal connecting the Hudson River and New
York City to Lake Erie. Completed in 1824, this
great work of engineering provided a new
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entrance to the mid-west, and increased the
importance of the Detroit River as a link in this
transportation route. Canada was forced to
respond with the first Welland Canal completed in
1829, and some years later, additional canals
that bypassed the rapids on the St. Lawrence River.
Improvements continued on these canal through
the years, while dredging projects were carried out
on the Detroit River. The greatest example of such
a project is the Livingstone Channel, located near

Amherstburg. Begun in 1907, construction took
five years to complete at a cost of nearly seven
million dollars. Its opening in 1912 allowed the
huge, lake freighters to ply the River’s waters.
The era of sail on the Great Lakes lasted through
the nineteenth century and overlapped the era of
steam powered ships. Sailing ships had remained
popular due to development of large and fast
schooners capable of carrying sizable cargoes.

During 1906, 7,500,00 passengers traveled
the Detroit River which is 1,500,000 more than all
other districts on the Great Lakes combined.
Almost 50 groundings were recorded in this area
(the future Livingstone Channel area) during
1906. (From Our “Downriver” River, p. 106)
When the channel was completed, the men had
cut through six miles of solid rock to reach a
channel depth of from twenty-two to twentythree feet, and a width of three hundred feet.
The man-made islands that form walls on the
cut are realistic reminders of the tremendous
task that was performed.
(Referring to the construction of the Livingstone
Channel, Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 239
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A view of the bottom of the river bed while the Livingstone Channel
was being dug. Millions of tons of limestone were removed to deepen
the channel. (From Our “Downriver” River)
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In addition, steam ships were dependent on
wood as fuel, which had become increasingly
difficult to get as the nineteenth century wore on.
Steam powered ships would become common
only after coal, and later oil, replaced wood as a
fuel in the latter part of the century.

hours.
The maiden voyage was a major event for the
residents along the south shore of Lake Erie and
the Detroit River, who turned out in the hundreds
to see this new wonder of the age. Leaving
Buffalo on August 23, 1818, the ship reached

This 1912 lithogaph shows a riverview of Detroit from the ferry ‘Transfer.’ (Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

One of the most momentous events in the history
of Great Lakes navigation was the maiden voyage
of Walk-in-the-Water, the first steamship on
Lake Erie and the River. This ship was constructed in Buffalo in 1818 by shipbuilder, Noah
Brown, of the Lake Erie Steamboat Company.
The ship was 135 feet long, 35 feet wide, with a
35 foot smoke stack high above the deck. The
ship also had two masts with sails that supplemented the engines when the wind was right. It
was a side wheeler with two 15 foot paddle
wheels. Under favourable conditions the ship
could journey from Buffalo to Detroit in about 36

the mouth of the Detroit River on the evening of
August 25. The ship anchored there in order to
make a triumphant entry to Detroit the following
day. The next morning the vessel stopped at
Fighting Island to pick up dignitaries from Detroit
then proceeded up river to anchor at a brand new
wharf built to accommodate it. The Walk-inthe-Water received a tumultuous welcome from
virtually the entire population of Detroit upon its
The following account appeared in the Detroit
Daily Advertiser of April 20, 1853: The river
has swarmed all day with vessels trying to make
a little headway upstream against wind and
tide. At one time from one point there was more
than one hundred sail in sight, and many of
them had all their canvas set. The fleet showed
to great advantage. One or two of the little
tugs have been towing them all day.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 35)

arrival.

The Walk-in-the-Water was the first steam boat on Lake Erie. It
made its maiden voyage to Detroit amongst much fanfare in 1819.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)
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In spite of the glory, and the increasing number
of ships, sailing the Great Lakes could be
extremely dangerous in the first 100 years of
Page 58

Human Heritage

sail and steam. Early vessels were frequently
caught on small sand bars. If caught in such a
position during an unpredictable Lake storm, a
shipwreck was inevitable. In fact, the Walk-inthe-Water was shipwrecked three years after
her launch, with only her engines salvaged. It
was clear that technology had far to go before
sailing the Great Lakes and the river could be
seen as reliable or safe.
Yet in the years that followed the Detroit River
was thick with vessels. This traffic contributed
greatly to the rapid growth of Michigan and the
American river shoreline. Although many ships
stopped at Amherstburg, and merchandise was
often exported from there by ship, Canada lagged
behind the Americans in the importance of their

steamships overtook sailing vessels in importance.
The progress of sailing vessels compared with
steam ships can be judged from the following
tables:
Sailing Vessels on the Great Lakes
Date
Number
Tonnage
1870
1545
254,820
1880
1415
302,260
1890
1236
320,000
1900
813
333,906
1906
511
268,580
Steam Vessels on the Great Lakes
Date Number Gross Tonnage
Avg.Tonnage
1870
625
136,980
219
1880
912
209,465
230
1890
1507
648,725
430
1900
1719
1,106,842
644
1906
1824
1,838,136
1, 008
(Parkins, pp. 216-219)

These tables tell much of the story of Great
Lakes shipping at the turn of the century and the
changing scene of ships on the Detroit River.
Gradually sailing ships were being phased out
even though they grew much larger as seen in
1900 when half the number of ships carried
one-third more tonnage than ships 30 years
earlier. However, their numbers relative to
steamships still declined drastically.

View of Detroit and the Detroit River and Upper Ferry House 1850.
(Courtesy of Windsor’s Community Museum)

marine activity.
In the first half of the nineteenth century most
passenger sailing vessels ended their journey at
Detroit as the western terminus. Emigrants boarded
ships at Buffalo and proceeded onwards into
Michigan and the west. Local passenger services
also existed between Detroit, Sandusky, Toledo
or Cleveland, with stops at Amherstburg. Canadians
could also connect with these services by crossing on the ferry at Windsor to Detroit. Some
Americans who found the sailboats too crowded
would take the overland route through Canada to
reach Detroit after crossing on the Windsor ferry.
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, steam
boats offered greater comfort because they were
not at the mercy of contrary winds. The power
of early steam vessels driven by paddle wheels
was quite weak. The Walk-in-the-Water, for
example, could not travel up the Niagara River to
Lake Erie against the strong current, and had to
be pulled up the river by a team of oxen. However,
by mid-century screw propeller vessels offered a
considerable advance in power and speed. From
that junction, it was only a matter of time before
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The twentieth century saw the beginning of the
specialized lake freighters which now dominate
shipping on the Detroit River and Great Lakes.
These unique, rear-engine vessels are often
more than 300 feet long with 20 to 25 foot
draughts. Today they carry mainly bulk cargo
With the growth of the Essex border urban area
opposite Detroit, and the expansion in river
navigation by freighters of every type, it became
necessary to improve harbour facilities in Windsor.
Accordingly, a government dock was built at the
foot of Church Street. Completed at a cost of
$65,000, the 655-foot cement structure was
erected to accommodate even the largest lake
steamers. On June 4, 1915, a simple ceremony,
and attended by more than four hundred
people, formally opened the dock. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 239)

products, such as grain, ore or coal, offering
significant economic advantages over other
transport modes.

The Detroit River Ferries
When Cadillac chose the strategic location for
his fort at the narrowest point on the river, he
influenced where the most important ferry
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crossing would be established. Windsor, variously
called Richmond, Ferry, and South Detroit, grew
into the dominant urban centre on the Canadian
side of the River because of the ferry and the land
transportation connections drawn to the crossing.
The first ferry operators, McKinstry and Burns,
began operations in the mid-1820’s with rather
primitive vessels such as a ‘horse-boat’ and even
a dug-out canoe. The partners also established
a regular stage coach which ran from the ferry to
Sandwich and Amherstburg. In 1828, the stage
was extended eastward to Buffalo which brought
even greater numbers of passengers through the
Detroit River ferries.
By the 1830’s, immigrants poured into the
Michigan Territory and the ferry business grew
rapidly. This prompted ferry operators to
commence the first steam ferry, the Argo.
Eventually there was sufficient business for two
ferry operations in Windsor: the lower ferry where
Ferry Street is now located, and the upper ferry
where Ouellette Avenue meets the river. These
ferries frequently carried covered wagons, horses,
and people who had traveled through Canada
with all their possessions in order to reach
Michigan. These ferries supplemented regular
shipping operations in moving large numbers of
people who were seeking to settle in the west.
The incorporation of Windsor as a village, and
later a town, came about after construction of
the Great Western Railway from Buffalo to Windsor.
Then, even larger numbers of people could take
the fast route by rail from Buffalo to Windsor.

The original announcement of the first steam ferry service between
Detroit and Windsor in 1832. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

The Detroit-Windsor Ferry boat “Excelsior”. (Courtesy of Windsor’s
Community Museum)

After crossing the river, travellers could connect
with a number of railways to parts of Michigan,
Illinois and Indiana.
During the ferries’ history there was continuing
confusion or conflict about regulation (or licensing)
and the amount of competition that should exist.
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There was also grumbling about delays, poor
and even dangerous conditions on the ferry
steamers. This was not easy to solve because
the ferries came under the jurisdiction of two
nations, one state and one province, as well as
the two municipal councils of Detroit and Windsor
each of which wanted to express an opinion or
maintain some form of control. While the
complexities of regulation are not discussed
here, suffice it to say that the larger, American
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owned, Detroit Belle Isle and Windsor Ferry
Company eventually gained control. This company
built larger and safer ferries some of which were
capable of taking train coaches straight across
the river. This was a great improvement for
passengers, who no longer had to disembark
trains in Windsor, board the ferry, and re-embark
trains in Detroit. In the next century,
We passed over (to Detroit) in a few minutes in
such a magnificent steamer, where people from
the railroad cars found a comfortable meal
prepared in the saloon, that it was like walking
through a good house. Ormolu lamps, mirrors,
and sofas - it was difficult to realize that we
had been journeying through the backwoods of
Canada! (Hon. Amelia M. Murray in her Letters
published in 1856 describing crossing in the railway
ferry Transit, Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 34)

complaints about ferry services continued and
improvements were implemented. But through it
all ferries remained significant links in the
transportation route to the opening mid-west.
Significant improvement came when ferries capable
of cutting through ice made their appearance in
the 1890’s. In winter, ice was a problem,
especially for the old side-wheeler ferries.
Operators introduced a screw propelled steel
hulled vessel that could crunch through the ice
and keep the ferry service going, at least most of
In the early 1900’s…A person who missed the
last night ferry could wave a lantern placed
at the foot of Woodward Avenue. Paddy O’Brien
would answer with his lantern from the Windsor
side and row across the river for the passenger.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 189)

Ferry dock at the foot of Ouellette Avenue in the 1920’s. (Courtesy
of Windsor’s Community Museum)

the time. In especially severe winters, ferries were
still caught in ice, forcing passengers to disembark
and cross the river on foot.
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Passenger ferries continued to be vital crossings
in the first half of the twentieth century. Ferry
traffic was particularly important from 1918 to
1929. At this time street railways linking the
whole of Essex County converged downtown
where ferries then carried thousands of Canadians
across the border to work in the United States.
Throughout the summer the ferries regularly
provided short rides along the river. During
one hot week in July, 1868, Captain Tom Chilver
of the ferry Detroit covered the upper deck of
the boat so profusely with green boughs and
foliage as to give it the appearance of a sailing
grove. Perhaps the illusion helped cool those
seeking respite from a temperature ranging
between 97 degrees and 102 degrees in the
shade.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 77)

The reverse traffic of Americans coming to enjoy
recreation in Windsor, particularly the three
horse racing tracks, also brought a great deal of
business.
In the 1930’s, ferry use slowly declined due to
competing methods of crossing the river. A railway
tunnel for freight cars opened in 1908 crossing
the river just west of downtown. The Ambassador
Bridge opened in 1929 connecting Huron Church
Road to Detroit, near the site of La Pointe de
Montreal and Assumption Church. Additionally,
in 1930, the Detroit Windsor Tunnel began
carrying automobile traffic below the river from
downtown Windsor to the centre of Detroit at
Jefferson Avenue. Ferry use declined slowly since
they still carried many foot passengers who were
too poor to own cars during the Depression. By
the eve of World War II, business had faded and
Windsor passenger ferries ended. Ferries
continued carrying rail cars from two places on
the Windsor waterfront for another 40 years until
the 1980’s when river front railway routes were
finally abandoned.
Windsor was not the only river front town with
ferry operations. Hiram Walker opened his own
ferry in the 1880’s which connected upriver
Detroit with Walkerville. This ferry was connected
to his railway line which ran across Essex County
to Kingsville and the large resort hotel that he
owned on Lake Erie. This rail line was later
joined to the Canada Southern Railway which ran
to Buffalo. The Walker ferry ceased operations in
1942.
Ferries also operated in the Amherstburg area.
In 1872, the Canada Southern Railway crossed
Ontario and came through the Town of Essex
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with its terminus at Gordon, one mile north of
Amherstburg. A ferry carried railcars across the
river to Stony Island which was connected by a
rail bridge to Grosse Ile, which was then connected
by bridge to Trenton, Michigan. Originally, it
had been hoped that the Canada Southern would
have a complete bridge from Gordon to Trenton,
but difficulties on the Canadian leg of the route
prohibited this plan. Ultimately, this lead to
interference with crossing in winter because of
ice and this rail ferry was abandoned in 1888.

along the river as well as across Essex County and
were the main means of carrying passengers
between urban centers. Prior to World War II
railways and shipping were primarily responsible
for moving agricultural commodities, raw materials

The ferry used at Gordon was the ‘Transfer’
built in 1872 at the Jenking Shipyard in
Walkerville, Ontario. The 2,000 ton ship was the
largest ever built to that time west of New York.
With a rudder on each end, it was designed to
navigate from either end. It also was a side
wheeler with one engine on each wheel. These
features made the ship extremely maneuverable.
This exceptionally large car ferry was put into
The map shows the railways of Essex County. All of the lines
focused on Windsor, except for one which terminated at
Amherstburg for a brief period. Note the Canadian National was
formerly known as the Grand Trunk and the Great Western, the New
York Central was formerly the Canada Southern and the Chesapeake
and Ohio was formerly the Pere Marquette and Walkerville-Lakeshore.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

and finished products. These demands led to most
of the major railways being represented in the region
during this busy period as shown in the map.

‘The Transfer’ (Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Postcard Collection)

service in September 1873 crossing from Gordon,
on the Canadian shore to Stony Island. It made
its last journey on the Detroit River in 1888.
This vessel was late moved up river to operate on
the Windsor-Detroit run.

The Railways
Although European settlement in the Detroit
River region goes back 300 years it was regarded
as a remote and isolated area during the first half
of its history. Shipping links such as the Welland
and Erie Canals helped to lessen the burden
of distance, but the ordeals of winter weather,
possible storms on the lakes and abominable roads
meant that journeys were arduous and long. All
of this changed with the railway. After 1854, when
the Great Western Railway was completed to Windsor.
Throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century and the first half of the twentieth century,
the railways were of extraordinary importance in
linking the Canadian shore of the Detroit River to
all parts of the United States as well as central and
eastern Canada. Trains also linked communities
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The three original settlements along the Detroit
River realized early on that a railway terminus
could bring them expansion and economic
prosperity. Beginning in the 1830’s there was a
great deal of maneuvering and politicking to have
a railroad end in Sandwich or Amherstburg
rather than in Windsor. Colonel Prince, a leading
figure in Sandwich with extensive property, worked
tirelessly to have a line end in his town. His efforts,
however, were unsuccessful. Amherstburg, as
mentioned earlier, managed to attract the
Canada Southern Railway but there were critical
topographical features that blocked the building
of a bridge and thus, an efficient crossing of the
river. This resulted in the Canada Southern Railway
shifting the bulk of its traffic to Windsor, where it
re-established its main terminus in 1883. In
1908, this railway was connected by a tunnel
under the river with the Michigan Central Railway.
This, combined with the Great Western Railway,
assured Windsor’s dominance in river rail traffic.
Windsor had the crucial advantage for a rail route
because it sat at that most appropriate place for
a crossing as noted by Cadillac so many years
earlier. Furthermore, it was regarded by many
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as a convenient “bridge” between two sections of
American territory. The Great Western Railway
originated at the Niagara River and travelled to
northern Essex County where it met the river at
the point where Walker’s Distillery now stands.
It then proceeded along the river to the upper
ferry dock. The rail line did not continue down
river to Sandwich because this would have
blocked Windsor from the river and created a
hazard for traffic crossing to the docks. The
upper dock was located at Ouellette Avenue
which later became the central street of Windsor.
The route taken by the Great Western Railway
provided the secondary benefit of encouraging
development along the upper river shoreline
which had previously lagged behind the lower
section near Amherstburg. Hiram Walker chose
to establish his manufacturing empire at the
intersection of the railway and the river and the
Town of Walkerville grew from there. Through
the railway, the northern section of Essex County
had become better connected to Windsor and
Detroit, which benefitted its development.
One new railway emerged early in the twentieth
century which today is still an important economic
asset to the region. The Essex Terminal Railway
was a belt line that linked all communities along
the river from Tecumseh to Amherstburg.
Construction began on the line in 1908 on
Windsor’s east side, and finished in Amherstburg
in 1918. The ETR linked the various rail lines
that entered the city. It also served the many
industrial operations located near the river
including, at first, the Walker Road corridor
(Walkers, Ford, Chrysler and General Motors), the
Giles industrial estate and Crawford Avenue. It
was eventually extended to Ojibway to serve
United States Steel and Windsor Salt, then to
Amherstburg, for Brunner Mond, an Amherstburg
chemical company, and Calvert. This busy line
still moves more freight per mile of rail than any
other railway in Canada.
The street railway was also an important means
of urban and inter-urban transit until the
1930’s. There were two major lines, one of
which was the Sandwich, Windsor and
Amherstburg Railway (SW&A). Formed in 1891,
this company began as a horse drawn street railway which was
eventually converted to electric power. This line
extended from Amherstburg to Tecumseh and
brought traffic to the ferries. The SW&A railway
was linked to another major line, the Windsor
Essex and Lakeshore Railway which connected
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Kingsville and Leamington. Thus the whole of
Essex County became a region linked by bands
of steel to the core of Windsor and the central
border crossing. Essex County changed from a
rather isolated rural hinterland of the nineteenth
century into a broad commuter area from which
people traveled either to Windsor or across the
border into Michigan. The service was fast,

The Ferry Dock and Street Railway at lower Ouellette Avenue, circa
1910. The street railways connected all parts of the border cities and
Essex County to the ferry. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Postcard Collection)

efficient and moved thousands of people daily
with as much speed as we can accomplish today
and without the pollution and congestion we
now face.

Highways, Bridges and Road Transit in
the Detroit River Region
Until the 1920’s, highways and local streets were
poorly developed, cars were playthings of the
rich, and trucks were only beginning to replace
horses and wagons. However, the mass production
of cheap, affordable, and reasonably reliable cars
and trucks in the 1920’s began had a major impact
on other modes of transport and also the shape
and spread of river front communities.
It was inevitable that the river ferries would find
the demands of the car, bus and truck too much
to manage. Both business and private passenger
traffic wanted a quick river crossing without the
delays of lining up for ferries and problems
caused by winter weather. Politicians and
businessmen on both sides of the river were
convinced of the need for both a bridge and a
tunnel, even though these would be of a size
and cost to make them two of the most costly
engineering efforts undertaken in the twentieth
century. However, in the rosy optimism of the
1920’s where exponential growth of population,
wealth and new technology were the normal
order of things, these two mammoth projects
seemed quite feasible.
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A Hodgkinson drawing showing the Ambassador Bridge which opened in 1929. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

The Pride of the American Side, an original painting by Ronald Suichu, shows the lake freighter the Edmund Fitzgerald which moved between
Lakes Erie and Superior bringing iron ore to the steel mines of Ohio and Pennsylvania. The ship sunk during a storm on Lake Superior.
(Courtesy of Ronald Suichu)

Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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The four lane Ambassador Bridge opened in
1929 and a year later a two lane automobile
tunnel. Ironically, the great expectations of
growth and traffic volumes did not materialize
due, at first, to the Great Depression when high
unemployment closed the border to community
workers and reduced disposable income for
private transportation. At the start of World War II
and for the next ten years, gasoline was rationed
and production of all autos with the exception of
war vehicles had stopped which further reduces
cross river travel. It was only in the 1950’s when
these two river links began to meet the potential
for which they were constructed.
In the 1950’s consumers used their new found
purchasing power which resulted in a flood of
vehicles and newly constructed roads. Suddenly in
both Canada and the United States, there was a
backlog of road construction which was necessary
to move millions of new vehicles. In both countries
the high speed limited access highway became
the major link between urban centers. Roads
were also constructed to take commuters from
city centers to outlying suburbs which sprawled
ever more widely across the country side. On
the American side of the Detroit River both the
Ambassador Bridge and the Windsor-Detroit
Tunnel were linked to high speed expressways.
Eventually, Windsor did the same as Highway
401, the main east-west route across Ontario,
was linked to the Ambassador Bridge.
Since 1960 changes such as the United StatesCanada Auto Pact, the United States-Canada Free
Trade Agreement, the North American Free Trade
Agreement and the new manufacturing system
of ‘just-in-time-deliveries’ have greatly
impacted on river crossings. These changes
have placed enormous pressure on border
crossing points as thousands of trucks carry
merchandise between Canada and the United
States. This traffic has been increased by the
20,000 American visitors who come to the
Windsor Casino each day.

quality of urban life in both countries.

Summary
When Cadillac selected the Detroit River as
the site for a fortified settlement, he unknowingly influenced where future transportation
routes would converge. Shipping routes, railways and eventually roads all led to the river
which provided a vital transportation link to
the opening mid-west and developing
industries. Moreover, the Detroit River was
and continues to be an important
transportation route in itself, providing an
efficient means of moving millions of tons of
cargo annually. In the 300 years following
settlement Detroit River residents have seen
a variety of transportation technologies. The
birchbark canoe carried settlers and cargo in
the eighteenth century. Sail and steam
vessels replaced the canoe, leading the way
for today’s lake freighters. For more than 100
years, ferries carried millions of passengers
across the river to new lives in opening
territories, or later, to jobs and recreation
opportunities. Railways, and now trucks, carry
millions of tons of cargo to and across the
border. The need to upgrade this important
transportation route resulted in some of the
greatest engineering feats of the twentieth
century: the Livingstone Channel, Ambassador
Bridge and Detroit-Windsor Tunnel. As a
transportation route the Detroit River has had
tremendous impact on the settlement, growth
and economic development of two countries,
and will become only more important as we
move into the twenty-first century.

As the system of interdependent trade and
industrial partnerships continues to grow between
Canada and the United States, the need for delayfree river crossings increases. Many people on
both sides of the border see the necessity for
either twinning the Ambassador Bridge or building a new bridge down river where it could be
linked to the E.C. Row Expressway and Huron
Church Road. Jurisdictions on both sides of the
river will need to engage in close dialogue and
joint planning in order to deal with these issues
in a way that will enhance development and the
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Nine
Development of Resource
Harvesting In and Along the
Detroit River
The Detroit River and its shores had everything
needed for settlement including fertile land for crops,
a long growing season, lush forests for cutting
wood and collecting wild fruit, plentiful game
and above all, abundant fish and fur bearing animals
which were the most important resources harvested
from the river, from the beginning of settlement
to the late nineteenth century. In addition to
supporting local families, harvesting of these
resources resulted in huge commercial enterprises
that spurred further development along the river.
Unfortunately, an additional result of these
operations was the extinction of several species
from the river and surrounding area. However,
their legacy is one that we can learn from to protect
the resources that are still used today.

Agriculture
The first settlers on the Detroit River practiced
agriculture solely to ensure that their families
and the local garrison, merchants and townsfolk,
would have an ample supply of food. Even though
the soil and climate was suitable for growing a
large variety of crops, there were only small
surpluses of grain, fruits, vegetables, and meat
for sale. The early settlers had large families,
primitive methods of cultivation, and were not focused
on commercial agriculture which could produce
large quantities of grain or meat for external
markets. Farming in the eighteenth century was
highly diversified and focused on supplying all
family needs from a broad range of foods, wood,
hides, to oil for fuel and light. Much time was given
to activities such as woodworking, hunting, fishing
and protecting livestock and crops against wild
animals. The French pioneers lived a life which
was more like that of their native neighbours than
that of the more commercial Loyalist farmers in
Canada and the newly arrived easterners in
Michigan. In both cases, the newcomers denigrated
the French for their love of the old ways and their
lack of desire to engage in the cash economy.
The increasing prosperity of the Petite Côte
community and of the Pajot family is reflected
in Major de Peyster’s survey of July 1782.
Thomas Pajot is shown as owning four cows,
four oxen, two steers (or heifers), ten hogs,
and twenty bushels of wheat. On his farm that
summer he had sown sixteen bushels of wheat ...
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and eleven bushels of oats. He had six arpents
(about five acres or two hectares) under Indian
corn and fifty arpents of cleared land. He had
three sons and five daughters, hired a man to
help him on his farm and owned eight horses more than double the number owned by many
of his neighbours.
(A Farm in the Family: The Many Faces of
Ontario Agriculture over the Centuries, p.17)
Agriculture in the nineteenth century continued to be
quite diverse but was more geared to exporting
crops and to providing food in local markets for
a growing urban population. Improvements in local
transportation enabled farmers to access markets
in both Windsor and Detroit, and also to ship quantities
of wheat and corn to buyers in the east. Farmers
grew vegetables on the lighter soils of Petite Côte
and took their produce directly to Detroit.
Crops grown included barley, wheat, oats, peas,
buckwheat, Indian corn and potatoes. Petite
Côte was famous for its fruit: Melons, plums,
pears, apples, mulberries and grapes, besides
several kinds of smaller fruits. As late as 1794
the apples eaten by Loyalist settlers in Niagara
came from the old French settlements. The
crowning glory of the local orchards was, how
ever, the ‘Jesuit’ pear, from which up to thirty
bushels could be harvested from a single tree.
Brought from Normandy to Quebec by early
missionaries, it is thought that Cadillac
himself, the founder of Detroit, may have carried
the pear seeds or seedlings with him from
Quebec. Transplants were later taken across
the river to Petite Côte.
(A Farm in the Family: The Many Faces of
.
OntarioAgriculture over the Centuries, p. 16)
Grains were also cultivated in the nineteenth

Two watermills are recorded on the Canadian side. This mill was
located on River Canard, but no trace of these mills remains today.
(Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)
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century to supply raw materials for livestock and
such industries as brewing, distilling and tobacco
curing. Hiram Walker owned extensive farm lands
reaching well back from the river where he grew
grain for distilling whiskey. He then utilized the
waste products to fatten cattle in what was one
of the largest scale livestock operations in the
entire district.
In both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
processing operations connected with farming
were also found including dairies, bakeries and
milling. The Detroit River itself proved unsuitable
for creating direct water power, but the river’s
shoreline was an open wind tunnel, a natural site
for windmills, which were common along the
river.
Lajeunesse gives an interesting description of
windmills at the end of the eighteenth century:
A familiar sight in (sic) these côtes in the
eighteenth century was the windmills with
their sweeping arms and flapping sails where
the farmers brought their grain to have it
ground. These were tower-shaped buildings
about thirty feet in height and about
twenty feet in diameter. The roof was conical
and to it were attached long arms or wings
fixed to an axle fitted with small sails. A . . .
map dated 1791 indicates six windmills . . .
along the river between Turkey Creek and .
the lower end of Hog Island (Belle Isle).
(Lajeunesse, p. 1xxii)
Lajeunesse went on to mention the Maisonville
mill at Windmill Point, located near the present
foot of Lincoln Road and where Hiram Walker
now has its granaries. Neal’s History of Sandwich,
made it clear that the building and use of windmills continued well into the nineteenth century,
presumably until the ‘age of steam’ superceded
that technology. He mentions a number of mills:
the Jacques Baby mill in Sandwich, Father Crevier’s
mill near Assumption, and the Montreuil Mill near
what became Ford City and the present Ford
Power Plant. According to this account the
Montreuil Mill continued until 1856. Today the
age of windmills has been commemorated by a
reconstruction of the Baby mill at the foot of Mill
Street in what is now the City of Windsor.
Although water power was not feasible along
the Detroit River itself, attempts were made to
construct water mills along some of its tributary
creeks despite the very limited flow due to the
land’s nearly flat topography. The best documented
attempt was the water mill on Turkey Creek
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This windlmill is a replica of the many windmills which stretched
along the shoreline of the Detroit River between 1760 and 1850 and
is located at the bottom of Mill Street, opposite the Duff-Baby House.
(Courtesy of Windsor’s Department of Parks and Recreation)

which is mapped and described in a document
sanctioning such an enterprise. Two others are
mentioned by Lajeunesse but there is little
evidence that they enjoyed much success as
compared with the windmills.

Fish and Wildlife
The Detroit River basin’s habitat for wildlife,
including fish, game, small fur-bearing animals,
wild fowl, and birds of every kind, could not
have been better. In the seventeenth century,
much of the area was thinly populated, even by
the Aboriginal inhabitants following the wars
with the Iroquois Confederacy. The forests had
never been touched and the area of Essex County
was rich with wetlands while the rivers and lakes
were pristine. This ecosystem had evolved in
perfect balance since the last ice age some ten
thousand years before. It seems incredible to
present inhabitants of the area that this region
once teemed with wild turkey, beaver, moose,
wolves, the passenger pigeon, whitefish, sturgeon
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Windmill Sites: Detroit River 1791. The source of power on the Canadian side for grist mills was wind due to the unsuitability of topography
which made water mills impractical. (Lajeunesse, p. cxvi)

and dozens of other species. Human exploration,
destruction of habitat and pollution have all but
eradicated most of this flora and fauna. Common
species today are those with the wiles to adapt
including coyote, fox, deer, skunks, raccoons and
squirrels, which may even be more numerous
now than in pre-settlement times.

The Fur Trade
The importance of the fur trade in the Detroit
River’s first century of development cannot be
underestimated. The fur trade was a key issue in
the geopolitics of the French, British and American
struggle to gain mastery of the ‘straits.’ It was
also a key factor influencing the interactions
between the Europeans and the original Aboriginal
settlers, as mentioned in Section Two.
Furs were the first ‘staple’ of commerce in the
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growth of Canada and stimulated exploration,
settlement and territorial expansion. The furs, hides
and skins of abundant wildlife were an ideal
article of commerce. They occupied a central place
in the clothing and artifacts of pioneer
settlers as they had in the life of the Aboriginals.
Certain furs proved to be valuable in the high
fashion of European bourgeoisie and aristocracy.
Profit for these furs was manifold in relation to
the price paid to trappers who were mainly
native people.
The perspective of early pioneers is encapsulated
in the story of Charles Reaume and his family.
(Amherstburg Bicentennial Book Committee, p.4)
Charles Reaume was born in Detroit in 1745 of
settlers from Quebec. He settled in Malden about
1783 where he cleared and worked a section of
land. He also turned a profit from “furs, feathers
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and lumber.” The Reaume family trapped beaver,
fox, otter and mink as well as raccoon and muskrat
out of the Big Creek Basin. Swans by the score
were killed for their downy feathers and skins.
In the early years of settlement the forest’s
I have given to Mr. Roy, a voyageur, 3 packs to
be delivered to Mr. Rene de Couagne at Montreal.
The freight on these 3 packs amounts to 3 livres,
including the portage. One pack is made up of
beaver skins weighing 92 pounds, the other
contains 150 raccoon skins covered over with
two beaver skins; in the third pack there are
48 lynx, 75 otter, 28 raccoon and 43 pounds
of beaver skins. The freight for two of the three
packs was paid here by means of a covered
kettle.
(Quoted from the Account Book of the Huron
Mission for August 20, 1750, Fur Trade to
Farmstead: A History of Renewable Natural
Resources in the Essex Region 1750-1900, p. 13)
wealth was used for hunting, trapping and food
gathering. But as the eighteenth century passed,
and settlement and clearing progressed, local
supplies of furs dwindled on both sides of the
river. The Detroit River region ceased to be a
source of furs and became a centre to which the
furs were brought and sold, especially from the
far west of Canada beyond Lake Superior.
Even after the takeover of Detroit by the British
in 1760, it remained a fur trade centre. In this period,
the trade was dominated by men of Scottish
ancestry. The reluctance of the British to surrender
Detroit and other posts to the Americans after 1783,
was reinforced by the unwillingness of merchants
from the new Northwest Company in Montreal
to cede such a valuable trading centre to the
Americans.
The financial importance of this centre to the
British, is illustrated in a dispatch from Hamilton
to the British government in 1780. The dispatch
listed the value of furs shipped from Michilmackinac
and Detroit to be approximately L200,000 in
value, evenly split between the two posts. This
was a very considerable sum. Goods that were
sold to natives and settlers: guns, powder,
shot, tomahawks, broaches, and blankets, were
all of British manufacture. It is understandable
that the British were reluctant to give their forts
and commercial centers to the Americans.
On this side of the river there is ample evidence
that many of the oldest historic sites, some of
which still exist, were associated with the fur
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trade. Pegg, the author of From Fur Trade to
Farmstead, notes that in the early 1700’s a
Montreal agent established a store on Bois Blanc
Island to trade furs. (Fur Trade to Farmstead, p.
14) The Duff-Baby home at the foot of Mill
Street in old Sandwich still bears the mark of a
weigh scale to which furs were brought and the
Zoli Antique Store (1808) is reputed to have
been owned by a Scottish fur trader.
The most outstanding site connected with the

Moy Hall was the home of Angus McIntosh who was an agent of the
Northwest Fur Trading Company. It was built in 1799 and stood at
the river front between Moy and Hall Avenues. The building was
demolished in 1912. (Courtesy of Windsor’s Community Museum)

fur trade was Moy Hall once situated on the
Detroit River where Moy and Hall streets now end
at Riverside Drive. This was the headquarters of
Angus McIntosh who became the local factor or
agent for the Northwest Company out of Montreal.
McIntosh came to Detroit to join the merchant
firm in the 1780’s. When Detroit was finally passed
to the Americans he built one of the most imposing
buildings on the Canadian shoreline of the
Detroit River which became known as Moy Hall.
He acquired the land in 1797 and took two years
to build the large frame building. For 30 years
McIntosh carried on his business, acting as an
intermediary on behalf of the Northwest
Company, importing a vast variety of merchandise,
and organizing the collection of pelts from the far
northwest beyond Lake Superior and Portage La
Prairie.

The chief occupation of the inhabitants of this
section (Windsor) was in connection with the
fur trade, even up to and subsequent to the
Anglo-American War. Up to the time of the
extinction of the Great Nor-West Fur Co.,
consequent on their irretrievable defeat by the
Hudson Bay Company and their subsequent
amalgamation by the same, the headquarters
for Canada of the Nor-West Co. were at South
Detroit (Windsor). It is stated on good authority
that the March of the French to Moscow so ...
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It was the local native peoples who introduced
the first settlers to the annual run of the white
fish up the Detroit River. They waited first at
the mouth of the river, spearing as many as
they could as the main school passed and then
followed it up the river to arrive in the area of
later Windsor for a second fish harvest. The
pioneers followed the example, working their
nets on both sides of the river for up to 24
hours a day during the whitefish run.

raised the price of furs, that one trader
(Patterson) at the present site of Windsor
cleared L100,000 sterling in bear skins along
that season. We have heard it said by an old
resident well acquainted with the business of
the place that sales at the Windsor (fur trade)
branch averaged for some seasons over L500
sterling daily.
(Fur Trade to Farmstead: A History of Renewable
Natural Resources in the Essex Region 1750-1900,
p.12)

Angus McIntosh left Moy Hall in 1837 when he
returned to Scotland to assume leadership of his
clan from his deceased brother. His building
remained a prominent Windsor landmark until
1912. At that time, Windsor was expanding
eastwards and the building was demolished to
make way for new housing on Moy and Hall
avenues. Thus was lost yet another important
remnant of Windsor history.
By the 1820’s, the fur trade’s dominance as the
area’s important industry was ending. By this
time fur stocks on both shores of the river were
exhausted and Detroit River residents turned to
other resources.

(Essex Region Conservation Report 1975, Essex
Region Conservation Report History, p. 9)

In the history of important fish species in Lake
Erie, Lake St. Clair and the Detroit River, the
prime species was unquestionably the whitefish
which shoaled in the millions, much as the cod
of the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. The habit
of whitefish was to feed and grow in the deeper
parts of Lake Erie during much of the year and
then to migrate through the Detroit River to
spawn along the numerous wetlands in shallower
Lake St. Clair. Other notable species included
pickerel, lake trout, sturgeon, carp, catfish and
perch but the only fish to approach the abundance
of whitefish was fresh water herring.

Fishing
The story of depleted fish stocks in the lower
Great Lakes and the Detroit River is almost a
duplication of the recent history of the Grand
Banks cod and west coast salmon fisheries. It is
a story of a resource that was squandered by a
combination of greed, divided jurisdictions,
laissez-faire and the overpowering might of
human technology to decimate what seemed to
exist in limitless abundance. This story illustrates
the overriding ignorance of how ecosystems
operate and how human activity could gradually
affect fish habitat.
The story of fish resources in the Detroit River
must include Lakes Erie and St. Clair since various
species used all three water bodies during their
life cycles. Unfortunately, the negative impacts on
fish in the Great Lakes were greatly manifested
in the river. The smaller volume of water in the
river increased the intensity and impact of urban
and industrial development, and its resulting
pollution and habitat deterioration. However, in
historical terms, the Detroit River was an important
source of fish in its own right, especially in
pioneer times, when it provided a vital food
source for settlers and native people.

It was on Belle Isle, by Indian method that
Whitefish was first successfully cured for
eastern markets. In 1836, 3,500 barrels at
$8.00 per barrel were shipped from here.
(Fur Trade to Farmstead: A History of Renewable
Natural Resources in the Essex Region 1750- .
1900, p. 38)
From pioneer times through the 1820’s, fishing
was done with the goal of feeding local residents.
Fish were easily caught in the spawning season
either using fish traps or primitive nets in the
creeks. Another method was to spear them as
they travelled up the Detroit river in September
and October. However, from the 1830’s onwards
fish, especially the whitefish, replaced furs as
the staple of trade from Detroit. Whitefish and
other species were packed in barrels and exported
to all parts of the United States and also enjoyed
a considerable role in local markets.
After the 1840’s, large scale commercial fishing
occurred in the Detroit River as well as in the
waters of Lake Erie. Seine nets were dragged
along the bottom of the Lake but could not be
used in the river with its uneven and rocky bed.
These nets also had the unfortunate effect of
catching both large and small fish, leaving few
young fish to replenish populations. Gill nets, on
the other hand, could be adjusted to the size of
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the fish and a larger mesh allowed smaller fish
to get through. Unfortunately, improved technology
gave fishermen the machinery to pull in increasing
amounts of fish. This progress of technology
and the almost insatiable demand for the delicate
flesh of the whitefish led to ever larger catches
of this and other species and a huge commerce
in these products.
The fishing industry grew in size from the
Fishing expanded with the use of gill & trap
nets: One observer wrote: It is the opinion of
scientific men as well as lake fishermen, and
this is a subject of real congratulation, that no
system of fishing now in use or likely to be
adopted, will ever have the effect of exhausting,
or of materially diminishing the Whitefish in
these waters.
(From Fur Trade to Farmstead: A History of
Renewable Natural Resources in the Essex
.
Region 1750-1900, p. 39)
1820’s but took a gigantic leap forward after the
Civil War, especially on the American side of the
river. According to the Michigan census of 1870,
there were 242 fishing sites. Men in the industry
numbered 1,122, while there were 27 women
and 10 youth. The catch was listed as: herring
2,165 barrels, whitefish 47,436 barrels, pickerel
2,787 barrels and miscellaneous 14,268 barrels.
In the same year the Detroit Post claimed that
Detroit was the leading fish trade centre in the
United States. There were 10 major firms but the
Blackley Company in Detroit handled around
three quarters of the fish trade. On the Canadian
side, fisheries operated in both Sandwich and
Amherstburg and from many of the islands in the
river. It was clear that the Canadian effort was
considerably less than the American in capital,
labour force, and technology and that Detroit
was the main market centre.
While whitefish was the mainstay of the industry;

other species were also relentlessly pursued for
commercial profit. One example is that of the
sturgeon. Early accounts of the sturgeon described
it as a freak of nature which could grow to an
immense size of eight to ten feet and weigh as
much as 600 pounds. There is an account of
French soldiers from Detroit killing them with
swords purely for sport, because the flesh was
regarded as too dense and oily to be palatable.
For this same reason, Sturgeon oil was extracted
for lamp fuel and even tossed into ship boilers
to supplement fuel. It was only in the late
nineteenth century that their value for the eggs
or caviar was realized, and this soon led to their
relentless extermination to the verge of extinction.
By the 1870’s it was clear that efforts to increase
the catch were negatively impacting the resource.
Many realized that without regulation and
measures of conservation, such as controlled net
size and a closed season, there would be an
ultimate decline in all fish stocks. Canadians
complained bitterly that Americans were not
willing to cooperate in regulating the industry
and were also quite cavalier about poaching in
Canadian waters.
The problem lay partly in the jurisdictions which
controlled the fisheries. Before 1867, it was mainly
the responsibility of the colonial government of
Upper Canada to make regulations. After
confederation in 1867, this responsibility was
passed to the federal government which quickly
established a Department of Marine and Fisheries.
In the United States, on the other hand, the
jurisdiction over fisheries lay with a host of state
governments with no uniform approach to fishing
in the Great Lakes. Canada could not easily
make a deal with Washington and expect the
states to fall in line, a situation analogous to the
current dispute over salmon fishing on the west
coast.
Fish stocks were further threatened after

Colonel and Mrs. P. (evidently Col. Prince) took
me to drive along the shore of the Detroit—
Some fishermen were fishing for whitefish and
a kind of fresh water herring. The nets were
taken out in boats as in England; but when the
ends were to be drawn in, the rope was fastened
to a windlass, and a horse trotting around and
round brought the net on shore, a saving of
both time and labour.
(The Hon. Amelia M. Murray describes her
impressions, Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 47)
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The fish hatchery was located in Sandwich on McKee Road. One of
the leading fish hatcheries in Canada, it was devoted to re-establishing declining stocks of Whitefish in the Detroit River after 1870.
(Courtesy of Trevor Price)
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development of the steam powered tug and gill
net lifter which gave an advantage in reaching
deeper and further than previously possible. In
1890 Canadians and Americans jointly caught
130,000,000 pounds of fish in the lakes. By
then the whole industry was in danger of collapse.
Desperately, local fishing experts attempted to
revive what had been squandered, and the solution
proposed was a fish hatchery to replace artificially
what nature was incapable of providing. This
approach was pioneered in Canada by Samuel
Wilmot who had conceived the idea of hatching
fish artificially at Newcastle, Ontario, in 1868. In
1878, the Reeve of Sandwich, James McKee and
businessman, William McGregor, induced the
federal government to locate a fish hatchery at
Sandwich. It was built on McKee Road near the
Detroit River. The man in charge was Mr. Parker
from the original pilot project at Newcastle who
was an acknowledged expert in breeding whitefish
and pickerel. This hatchery remained in operation
until 1915 and then moved to Kingsville when
this function was handed over to the province. But
even with these efforts, it was clear that certain
species, including the whitefish and herring,
could not be saved.

animals, abundant in the river and surrounding watersheds, provided the most important
product of commerce in the first century of
development. Even after local stocks had
dwindled, the Detroit River region remained a
vital fur trade centre until the 1820’s. Fish,
which had always been an important staple
for settlers, then became the basis for the
area’s second dominate industry. The huge
demand for Detroit River products, such as
the delicate meat of the whitefish or the
caviar from the sturgeon, led to extinction of
some species and the collapse of the fishing
industry by the 1890’s. The lessons learned
from this experience are still valid today, and
can be used by resource managers to guide the
Detroit River and its resources into the twenty-first century.

Over fishing was not the only cause of the
depletion of the fish stocks, the destruction of
habitat and pollution of the river and lakes were
also contributing factors. As the population grew
along the river, raw sewage contaminated the
water depleting the oxygen supply for fish.
Wetlands were drained and the vast lengths of
marshes along the River and Lake St. Clair were
replaced by sites for homes and industrial
developments, leaving few spawning areas.
In 1894, Wilmot, a noted conservationist working
for the Dominion Department of Marine and
Fisheries observed: “Lake Erie had once been
known as a whitefish lake...it is now largely gone
and is now the herring lake and because of a
lack of controls will soon be a pickerel lake.”
(Bogue, pp. 1433-1434) How prophetic these
words turned out to be. By the 1920’s, the great
commercial fishery of Lake Erie and the Detroit
River was no more. Today there is recreational
fishing along the river and in Lakes Erie and St.
Clair but the commercial fishery is only a shadow
of its former glory.
Summary
The Detroit River and its shores provided
abundant resources that supported settlement
and growth for three centuries. The River’s
basin provided fertile soils for crops while its
waters were used for irrigation. Fur-bearing
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Ten

to remove surplus water from farm fields and to
protect urban and rural homes, especially during
periods of high water levels or precipitation.

Water Extraction and the
Development of Water Quality
Programs

Since 1870, many farm fields have been tiled
and streams straightened or deepened to form a
comprehensive drainage system. The original
drainage system has almost completely changed,
or as in the case of the Grand Marais Drain is a
completely man-made construct. Only a few of
the longer rivers such as Cedar Creek, Big Creek
and River Canard, bear much resemblance to
their original form.

The Detroit River has served to provide water and
carry away wastes for three centuries of settlement
and millions of people. This vast water source
allowed river front industries and communities
to grow. However, this growth also brought great
amounts of waste to the river and accompanying
problems, such as water borne diseases and
damaged ecosystems. The link between untreated
sewage and contaminated drinking water became
clear in the mid-1800’s, but measures to treat
drinking water began only in the early twentieth
century. A public policy perception of pollution’s
damage to river and lake ecosystems came only
in the latter half of this century. This led to sewage
treatment plants and programs to clean up the
river.

The Physical Background of Essex
Region Water Resources
Essex County is surrounded on three sides by
water: Lake Erie, Lake St. Clair, and the Detroit
River. The Detroit River itself conveys water from
the upper to the lower lakes with a flow of millions
of gallons (litres) per day. The Great Lakes system
is the largest single reserve of fresh water in the
entire world and its sheer abundance has had an
important impact on all aspects of life and
economic development in the region.
In comparison, the Essex Region’s sluggish
inland streams and rivers have been of minor
significance as a potential source of drinking water,
hydro power or as a means of transportation.
Their main purpose today is to serve as a
drainage system removing surplus and possibly
waste water from the land. In a flat county where
almost no part of the land mass is more than 35
feet above the lakes, the potential for flooding is
quite serious. Before 1700, vast wetlands served
to hold excess water and accommodate high water
levels and heavy precipitation. Today most
wetlands have been drained and their buffering
effect is gone. Historically, the Detroit River shoreline
has experienced fewer floods than those along
the Lakes. The last major event occurred in March,
1973 when the City of Windsor had widespread
flooding due to record high lake levels. Efforts
now focus on flood protection schemes along
the shorelines, such as dikes, to prevent flooding
of low lying lands. Drainage is also vital in order
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Ground water is present throughout most of the
County and historically was of good quality. People
who lived far from the river could obtain an
adequate water supply with relatively shallow wells.
However, ground water quality is now questionable
because landfills, urban runoff and agricultural
chemicals have contaminated much of the supply.
Today people must rely mainly on piped,
municipally treated water, even in rural areas.

The History of Drinking Water
Although no accurate testing of water was possible
in the eighteenth century, it was a frequent comment
of visitors, government officials and early explorers,
that the waters were pristine, pure and sweet. No
one doubted that it was safe to consume water
straight out of the Detroit River. The early farms
were all located along the river to gain access to
unlimited supplies of water for personal use,
watering stock and irrigating crops.
In the first half of the nineteenth century residents
of Windsor, Amherstburg and Sandwich obtained
their water from public pumps installed close to
the river. As these communities grew, people
lived further from the river. Vendors filled huge
barrels with river water and haul them around
streets to sell to householders. This practice persisted
until quite late in the nineteenth century when
piped water systems were installed and water was
pumped under pressure by a steam engine to all
those who had paid to be connected.
In the early years, most of the Amherstburg
citizens got their water directly from the
Detroit River. Other than the few who had
their own wells, most would buy their water
for twenty-five cents for two barrels in the
summer and twenty-five cents for one barrel
in the winter. It was dipped directly from the
river and could include fish, bugs, seaweed, or
whatever else might be floating down the river!
( From Our “Downriver” River, p. 81)
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It is not surprising that Walkerville was the first to
adopt this modern technology of urban servicing
even though it was the newest urban centre along
the river. The settlement’s work force, property
and public administration were all managed by
the prosperous and paternalistic industrialist
Hiram Walker who owned much of the town. Mr.
Walker ensured that Walkerville would be the first
community to have piped water, paved streets,
street lights, and even an efficient fire brigade
and police force.
Hiram Walker had to build a substantial water
plant to supply the needs of his own industry so
it was a relatively simple matter to extend this
system to supply residents and other industrial
consumers. This water plant was unique in that
it remained privately operated and sold water to
Walkerville, Ford City, parts of Sandwich East and
Riverside even after they had become incorporated
municipalities. The plant finally came under
municipal operation when it was sold to the City
of Windsor in 1935.
Unlike Walkerville, Windsor was compelled to install
water lines due to a fire that destroyed most of
the town in 1871. After the 1850’s, Windsor was
the most rapidly growing area on this side of the
river. It is not surprising that the early town was a
ramshackle collection of hastily constructed
wooden buildings and businesses located in a
few crowded streets around the ferry crossings.
Under these circumstances fire was a constant
hazard and from 1850 to 1870 numerous fires
caused considerable damage. Most were dealt
with by bucket brigades passing water from the river.
In serious situations the Detroit marine fire brigade
came to Windsor’s aid, although the time lag in
crossing the river often meant that their assistance
was too late to be effective. The turning point
came in the fall of 1871 when a disastrous fire
began in a livery stable at the corner of Ouellette
and Pitt streets at 3:00 a.m. The attempts at
stemming this fire were futile. Spread by a
powerful wind the fire levelled most of the town.
The wooden pump on the wharf was in a
precarious position. On Thursday, March 19, 1868,
the heavy run of ice in the Detroit River crushed
in the piles of the Windsor ferry dock and
demolished the tall pump which constituted the
water works. This sudden stoppage of water
involved great inconvenience and even danger
to the citizens. By Saturday morning, however,
a new blue metal pump had been erected on
another part of the dock.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 63)
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Civic officials responded by asking citizens to
approve the construction of water works in a
plebiscite held on March 20, 1872. The estimated
budget was $60,000 but by the time the scheme
was completed costs had risen to $124,000.
Capital for the project came from the sale of
debentures, largely to British friends of the mayor,
Donald Cameron.
The new water plant was constructed on Langlois
Avenue at the east end of the city and had its
first trial in June of 1873. Eventually, piped water
was supplied to the whole town. Ironically, the
original building was destroyed by fire in 1889.
The new pumping station, constructed in the same
year, was equipped with a steam engine to pump
water under pressure. It remained in service until
1953 when it was replaced by a modern plant.
Originally, the water plant was managed by a
committee of council. Eventually this was changed
to a board of elected commissioners who provided
water as a public service. The administration of
electricity was added to the board’s mandate in
the next century. The Utilities Commission
became the customary means of providing these
services and still exists in Windsor to this day.
Sandwich and Amherstburg were the last of the
river front communities to pipe in their drinking
water. Sandwich had resisted suggestions that it
amalgamate with Windsor, but did connect into
the Windsor water system. Although Amherstburg
had delayed action, it also had a water plant and
piped water by 1891. Bruner Mond, an Amherstburg
chemical company, built a more efficient water
system in 1923.
By the beginning of the twentieth century piped
water, flush toilets, sewers and paved streets
were in existence in the main urban centers.
Sewage however was dumped into the Detroit
River by all of the communities who tacitly
assumed that “small” amounts of sanitary waste
would be diluted to a harmless level in the vast
flow of the Detroit River. This assumption proved
to be incorrect. As early as the nineteenth century
there were problems of infection from the drinking
water and it would be well into the twentieth
century before water treatment measures would
be applied.

Urbanization and the Advent of Water
Quality Problems
The notion of pollution prevention by dilution
began in the eighteenth century, when settlement
was so sparse and well spaced out that primitive
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sanitation, runoff from livestock, and even wastes
from small industrial enterprises had little impact
on the river. This method of waste disposal was
then a realistic solution because of the small
amount of wastes and the enormous volume of
water in the river. This notion prevailed well into
the twentieth century even while populations and
resulting wastes increased. However, it is now
known that public health problems occurred due
to unsanitary water practices as early as the
beginning of the nineteenth century when water
borne diseases such as typhus, cholera and
dysentery had become common place. In the early
1830’s, outbreaks of cholera occurred all over
North America, and Amherstburg and Sandwich
were not spared. At this time there was no
understanding that water, although clean to the
eye, could harbour all types of harmful bacteria.
There was also no real recognition that human and
animal wastes should be kept separately and
safely away from drinking water. Authorities did
not comprehend the risks incurred from indiscriminate dumping and as such, did not meet the
challenge of providing clean water and treating
sewage effluents until well into the twentieth century.
By the middle of the nineteenth century, a
medical revolution was sweeping the industrialized
world. The concept of public health and the
connection between poor sanitation, lackadaisical
waste disposal and water contaminated by
infectious organisms was recognized. The need
to remove food wastes and animal feces from the
streets was also a revolution since this contributed
to disease carriers such as mice, rats, and flies.
However, it took some time before this knowledge
was translated into public policy and municipalities
were able to mobilize resources to create
community water and sewage systems. The
difficulty was convincing the public and politicians
to raise relatively large sums of money needed
to build sewers, water plants, piped water and
paved streets with proper drains. The need for
more effective methods of waste disposal in
keeping with concepts of public health were hotly
debated and it often took a crisis situation to
compel public action.
The progress of Windsor in this decade is
indicated by an article in the Detroit Daily
Advertiser of May, 1863, commending Windsor’s
spirit of enterprise in digging ditches for draining,
cleaning up streets, enforcing proper attention
regarding outbuildings. ‘The healthfulness of
any place depends much upon cleanliness,’ the
item stated, ‘and the authorities on this side of
the river might perhaps learn a profitable ...
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lesson in these matters of cleaning up from the
example set by the authorities over the river.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 62)

However, residents of the Detroit River region
could not afford to be complacent about the
quality of their water supply. While urban
development was modest on the river’s Canadian
shore, the American shoreline was fully developed
from Lake St. Clair to Lake Erie by the beginning
of the twentieth century. There was also a
substantial development inland, whose wastes
also drained into the river. Contagious waterborne infections continued to be a problem and
it became apparent that even though water
intakes were out in the centre of the river and
well below the surface, it was possible for animal
or human wastes to contaminate drinking water.
Canada and the United States shared a common
heritage of water along the Great Lakes and by
the 1900’s it was clear that each country’s activities
could have dire consequences on the amenities
of the other. In 1908, Canada and the United
States signed the Boundary Waters Treaty to deal
with these issues. A bi-national body, the
International Joint Commission (IJC), was established
and consisted of equal representation from each
country. Their mandate was to provide advice
and bring to the attention of both governments
the problems that were arising in boundary
waters.
The IJC provided reports in 1913 and 1914 that
drew attention to the negative impact of urban
development on the Detroit River. The reports
also urged action to treat sewage and ensure a
pure water supply. The reaction of the federal
and provincial governments was to try to bring
about some form of cooperative action among
the separate communities on the Canadian shore
of the Detroit River. This action was needed as it
was also becoming apparent that just as
communities on either side of the river impacted
on one another, upriver communities impacted
on those down river. This was illustrated when
wastes flowing into the river from Walker Farms
allegedly contaminated Windsor’s water supply.
It was problems such as this that led to an
expanded agenda in a 1915 conference of all
area municipalities. The conference was originally
held to discuss regional transportation but
issues of water supply, sewage treatment and
water treatment were also added to the agenda.
It was clear that political concern for water quality
was growing.
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In 1916, the Government of Ontario established
a metropolitan authority that included the
municipalities of Windsor, Sandwich, Walkerville,
Ford City, Ojibway, and Sandwich West. The
authority was given the title, The Essex Border
Utilities Commission, and was “empowered to
construct a trunk sewer, a plant for the treatment
of sewage and a water plant with mains to carry
water to all the municipalities named.” (Keith, p.
16)
The EBUC was eventually expanded in the 1920’s
to include more municipalities: Riverside,
Sandwich East, Tecumseh, LaSalle, and St. Clair
Beach. It took over the broad responsibility for
planning and constructing important works, the
most significant of which were an interceptor
trunk sewer and water filtration plant. The
interceptor sewer joined all sewer outlets from
Ford City to Sandwich and dumped sewage in
the south part of the river away from most water
intakes. Completed in 1927, the water filtration
plant properly filtered and treated the water to
make it more potable. These improvements
seemed to satisfy local politicians to the degree
that no sewage treatment was undertaken, as
envisaged in the original act. This effort was left
for another whole generation until the 1950’s,
when a pollution crisis in the Great Lakes
necessitated further intervention by the IJC and
actions by the Ontario government.
The Essex Border Utilities Commission had some
success in imposing a rational form of urban
development and preventing water borne disease.
Unfortunately, it did not complete its work before
the Great Depression of the 1930’s which brought
most public works to a halt, since there was
money for most vital urban expenditures. Some
works were accomplished in this decade through
the use of ‘workers on relief ’ but these projects
were not capital intensive.
The period of World War II and its immediate
aftermath also brought little improvement to the
river front communities’ water and sewage
treatment infrastructure. Housing was urgently
needed in Windsor and surrounding areas.
However, it was built either by using the over
expanded infrastructure of the 1920’s or by
septic tanks put in by developers who charged
the cost to the home buyer. The septic tank
was a quick and easy solution to sewage disposal.
However, as is often the case, it did not provide
a fundamental solution to the problem of pollution,
it mainly put it off.
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The Crisis of Great Lakes and Detroit
River Pollution: 1950’s to the Present
Although the Essex Border Utilities Commission
had been mandated to build a sewage treatment
plant, nothing had been done. Much of
metropolitan Windsor’s post war housing boom
had been undertaken through the use of septic
tanks and in the heavy clay soils of Essex County
these had proven ineffective. Analysis of water
quality in drains and creeks showed there was
massive seepage of polluted and nutrient rich
water finding its way into the Detroit River and
Lake Erie. By the 1950’s, the Ontario government
was aware of the unsatisfactory condition of
Ontario’s water and established a crown agency;
the Ontario Water Resources Commission, to
deal with water problems. The agency’s response
was to build greatly needed sewage and water
treatment plants for municipalities which had
neither the means nor the expertise to undertake
them. The costs would be recouped through
charges on the water rates.
The first Canadian sewage treatment plant on
the Detroit River was actually built in Riverside in
1958 at the mouth of Little River. This area has
poor drainage and serious flooding problems
caused public health concerns when flooded
basements were contaminated with sewage. This
prompted the building of the plant and also a
water filtration and pumping station opposite
Pêche Island. This water plant has expanded and
now serves all of the east side of metropolitan
Windsor, including Tecumseh, St. Clair Beach,
and parts of Maidstone and Sandwich South
Townships.
In 1965, Windsor annexed Riverside, Sandwich
East, half of Sandwich West and Ojibway. Windsor
took over the sewage treatment and water plants
in Riverside. In addition, the city developed
another sewage treatment plant on the west side
of the old town of Sandwich where Gervais Creek
had entered the Detroit River. This plant now serves
west and south Windsor as well as the greatly
expanded urban development in the Town of
LaSalle.
Down river, Amherstburg, Anderdon, and
Malden, had experienced considerable growth
and a pollution control plant was opened in
October 1967 to serve the three municipalities.
Thus by the end of the 1960’s the entire
Canadian side of the Detroit River had been covered
by some form of sewage treatment, though it
took some time for all of the connections to be
made with outlying areas.
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Great Lakes Water Quality Agreements of
1972 and 1978: The Cleanup Begins
“By the mid-1960’s Lake Erie was characterized
as dead or dying, overloaded by waste from
human activities.” (Great Lakes: Great Legacy,
Institute for Research in Public Policy, Ottawa,
1990, p.2) A combination of reasons contributed
to this situation but it is evident that there were
several principal causes including:
» the vast amount of untreated sewage entering
the lake, much of it from urban centers
along both shores of the Detroit River and the
south shore of Lake Erie,
» industrial pollution, much of it along the
Detroit River, and
» agricultural runoff of synthetic fertilizers
entering the Detroit River from creeks, rivers
and drains.
In response to this crisis, the first Great Lakes
Water Quality Agreement was signed by Canada
and the United States in 1972. A commitment
was made by both governments to create financial
incentives for a massive construction of sewage
treatment plants. This had already begun in
Ontario and the province followed up by extending
sewers to suburbs, such as south Windsor, where
unsatisfactory septic tanks or ‘pocket’ sewage
treatment plants were still in use. Urban development without sewers was also tightly restricted
and an incipient building boom in the former
Township of Sandwich West was stopped until
sewers were completed in the late 1980’s.

Summary
From the earliest settlements to today’s
bustling urban centers, the Detroit River has
provided water essential for community
survival and development. In the first two
centuries, residents drank clean water directly
from the River while wastes were diluted in
its vast flow. Settlements and industries
benefitted from this water source and grew
accordingly. By the mid to late nineteenth
century, river front communities had piped
water and flush toilets, but sewage was
dumped directly into the river as it always
had been. Water borne diseases, such as
cholera, had been problematic for decades. It
was slowly becoming clear that what was
thought to be clean drinking water was actually contaminated with infectious organisms.
In 1908, the Canadian and American governments established the International Joint
Commission (IJC) and signed the Boundary
Waters Act with the intent of dealing with
international water issues. This led to
Windsor’s first water filtration plant in the
1920’s but it would be 1958 before the first
sewage treatment plant was in operation. As
the link between pollution and damaged lake
or river ecosystems became clear, measures
to clean the river have gradually increased.
Today, cooperation between Canadians and
Americans continue in the effort to clean up
the Detroit River with renewed interest in
protecting its waters for generations to come.

The effect on Lake Erie and the Detroit River was
dramatic. By the end of the 1970’s, a considerable
improvement in water quality was noticeable. In
1978, additional research on the state of the
lakes had been completed and a revised agreement
was signed by both countries with the objective
“to restore and maintain the chemical, physical
and biological integrity of the waters of the Great
Lakes Basin Ecosystem.” (Colborn, p.4)
Since that time there has been a deliberate effort
to tackle the more invisible, but probably more
sinister issue of toxic contaminants in the Great
Lakes. This involves a complex of dangerous
substances which are building up primarily in the
bottom sediments and aquatic life of the River
and Lakes. One of the approaches in dealing with
this problem has been a concerted effort to deal
with highly polluted areas, termed ‘areas of
concern’ or AOC’s. One of the AOC’s is the
Detroit River itself. The Natural Heritage section
discusses efforts that are now under way to
clean up the Detroit River.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Eleven
Detroit River Culture and Heritage
along the Canadian Shore
Through 300 years, river communities have
developed unique cultural landscapes, while
sharing a heritage bound by the Detroit River.
This area, which for centuries had provided rich
resources for native peoples, was first settled by
the French, and later, the British. As opportunities
along the river continued to grow, thousands more
followed with diverse ethnic backgrounds creating
today’s cosmopolitan setting. Each community shares
a legacy in culture, heritage buildings, river
islands and reclaimed lands for public waterfront
parks. Literature, artwork (Appendix 14), songs,
and even recreation venues have been left by
settlers as testimony to early river culture. While
some heritage buildings are now gone, and
songs or stories long forgotten, the examples
that remain pay tribute to the people who began
as one community along the river, while retaining
their unique cultural backgrounds.

A view of the Peace Fountain and Coventry Gardens from the Detroit
River. (Photo Lou Ann Barnett)

The extreme isolation welded the Petite Cote
settlement into an unusually cohesive and
sociable community. The coup-de-main or bee, a
feature of later pioneer Ontario, was a popular
way of tackling large tasks such as threshing,
log-hauling or raising barns. Henry Hamilton,
who arrived in Detroit as lieutenant-governor
in 1776, reported that most families owned two
horse-drawn vehicles, a ‘calash for summer and a
carriole for winter’, and that the French families
visited back and forth in a seemingly endless
succession of social gatherings.
(A Farm in the family: The Many Faces of
.
Ontario Agriculture over the Centuries, p. 16)
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The Fora Bathing Pool was a popular swimming facility during the
1920’s-30’s and was located at the foot of Janette Avenue.
(Courteay of Carl Morgan: Postcard Collection)

A Review of Culture and Heritage
Buildings in River Communities
The Detroit River represents a confluence of
diverse historical forces and cultures, most of
which are manifested along the river through
heritage buildings and cultural settings unique
to each community. Before settlement, the river
was a natural ecosystem used by Aboriginal
peoples living within this natural order. This was
gradually replaced by a rural, agricultural society
of French settlers who, in many ways, shared
similar lifestyles with their native neighbours.
The British and Americans brought urbanization
and transformed the economy into one based on
commercialism, exports and eventually, global
forces. Along the river from Lake St. Clair to
Lake Erie it is now possible to distinguish where
traditional cultures have held and where the
combination of several backgrounds have created
diverse, cosmopolitan communities.
At the south end of the river, 200 year old
Amherstburg is a town steeped in heritage.
Although created by the British, the town’s
cultural fabric includes descendants of escaped
slaves and European immigrants, especially from
Italy. In addition to Fort Malden and Navy Yard
Park, the town has more than 30 buildings
designated as heritage structures. Some of the
most well known include St. John the Baptist
Church, the Park House Museum, the North
American Black Historical Museum and the
Gibson Gallery (the old railway station). Efforts
are now under way to build a reproduction of
H.M.S. Detroit, the foremost ship on the
Canadian side in the War of 1812.
The former Anderdon Township, now a part of
Amherstburg was also site of the last native
community along the Detroit River. The centre of
their activity was in the location of the Indian
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cemetery on the river which is now the sole
physical reminder of their occupation. Unfortunately
their former school, second cemetery and other
buildings are now gone, but the heritage of their
contributions remains.

Old Stone Barracks, west side of Bedford Street, Sandwich. After this
it was the site of the Old Bedford School which has been torn down in
order to erect a new school on the site. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

A re-enactment of the firing of a cannon by volunteers dressed in
the uniform of the period at Fort Malden National Historical Park in
Amherstburg. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

Further north along the River lies the town of
LaSalle, the former Petite Côte and site of the original
French river lots. This area, plus a strip along
both sides of River Canard, was for a very long
time, a focus of French Catholic culture centered
around the beautiful St. Joseph’s Church. The
old farmhouses along the river, are in many
cases, located on the sites of original homes of
the first settlers. Many of the French families have lived
in this area for generations and maintain their
culture through French schools and other means.
Today the town is experiencing rapid residential
growth which is highly diverse in origin giving
LaSalle a more cosmopolitan feeling and appeal.
Further upriver is Ojibway which is now part of
Windsor. This was the oldest part of Petite Côte
which proved very marginal for farming, and to a
small degree, was used by Windsor residents for
summer cottages towards the end of the nineteenth century. Brighton Beach is still the name
applied to the oldest residential segment remaining.
A large portion of Petite Côte was purchased for
the construction of a giant steel complex that
never materialized. As a result, land was tied up
for speculative purposes but no development
occurred. This resulted in land being saved for a
variety of uses including Malden Park (a former
landfill), the Prairie Grass Nature Reserve,
Ojibway Prairie Nature Reserve, LaSalle Woodlot,
a harness racing track, and along the river, an
industrial estate with docks, roads and railways.
The former administrative capital of the Western
District, Sandwich, is now part of Windsor
although it maintains its distinct community
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

identity and heritage. Although it began as an
administrative and residential community, this
area is now the site of the Ambassador Bridge,
and an industrial park along the waterfront.
Unfortunately, a misconceived zoning strategy in
the post war period encouraged demolition of
early buildings that were replaced by apartments.
However, a heritage consciousness developed which
saved significant buildings including the Old
Court House (now called Mackenzie Hall), the
Duff-Baby House (1796), the Zoli Antiques
Building (1808), and St. John’s Anglican and
Assumption churches. The Windsor Parks and
Recreation Department has also reconstructed a
reproduction of one of the old windmills on its
original site at the foot of Mill Street.
Windsor is a younger community than the
previously mentioned centers, and as such, was
created by settlers from a variety of backgrounds.
The city had fewer historic buildings and much
of the original downtown architecture including
Moy Hall, the first town hall, early industrial
buildings such as the White Seed Factory, Norton
Palmer and Prince Edward Hotels, the former
opera house (Smith’s Department Store), St. Mary’s
Academy, Glengarda Hospital, and many older
homes on Ouellette Avenue are now gone.
However, heritage examples still exist in the city’s
core. One is the restored classical 1920’s movie
theatre - The Capitol, which is now a performing
arts centre. Another is the most historic building
in downtown Windsor - the Francois Baby House
which is home to Windsor’s Community Museum.
This was the home of the significant Baby family
and for a period of time, General Brock’s headquarters. The British shelled Detroit from the
surrounding orchards in 1812. Although small in
size, the museum provides an important reminder
of this era. In addition to these examples, there
are more than 30 designated heritage structures
near or along the Windsor river front.
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A original drawing by Hodgkinson of the Essex County Court House in Sandwich. It was designed by a Detroit architect and built by Canada’s
second Prime Minister, Alexander Mackenzie. The building now serves as a community centre and is called Mackenzie Hall.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

The Francois Baby House shown here in 1958 is located at th corner
of Ferry and Pitt Streets and is now Windsor’s Community Museum.
The House was headquarters to General Brock during the attack on
Detroit in 1812. (Courtesy of Windsor ‘s Community Museum)

Hiram Walker founded Walkerville, now part of
the City of Windsor, with the vision of a planned
community containing substantial homes. This helped
foster a strong preservation ethic in this part of
the city. Much of the original fabric of Walkerville
still remains from the humble cottage to the
grandest home. The pride of Walkerville,Willistead,
was the former home of Hiram’s son, E.C. Walker.
Now city-owned, Willistead is the centrepiece of
several vintage buildings which were all part of the
Walker empire. The Walker family, the Hatch
family, and others were philanthropists who gave
much to their community resulting in the unique
heritage seen in the Walkerville area today.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Willistead Manor in Walkerville was the home of E..C. Walker,son of
Hiram. The home was bequeathed to Walkerville as a library and art
gallery. Today this heritage building is used for community
functions and is under the stewardship of the City of Windsor.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

The part of Windsor located upriver from Walkerville
was at one time solidly French, especially in the
Township of Sandwich East. However, as old Ford
City, Riverside, and Tecumseh developed there
was an influx of various cultures. A host of
European immigrants settled in the Drouillard
Road area to seek work in the auto industry.
Wealthy Americans bought river front property in
Riverside while a diversity of ethnic groups settled
in Tecumseh as Windsor continued to grow.
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While the addition of new cultures has added
wonderful flair to the City, the French in this area
have worked to maintain their identity. An
example of this occurred at the large Catholic
Church, Holy Rosary, located at the foot of
Drouillard Road immediately adjacent to the Ford
Power Plant. In 1911, this originally French parish
was called Notre Dame du Lac. Under the
leadership of Lucien Beaudoin, it was the scene
of an unsuccessful resistance to a policy promoted
by Bishop Fallon of the Diocese of London who
wanted to remove French as the language of
instruction in French separate schools. This conflict
is remembered by local Francophones as an
important episode in retaining their identity and
culture along ‘Le Detroit.’ It is this mixture of
varied cultures, and the retention of their unique
identities, that gives Detroit River front communities
the cosmopolitan nature enjoyed by many today.

History of Parks and Recreation along
the Detroit River
One of the most significant and visible symbols
of the Detroit River’s heritage is the substantial
effort made by all local municipalities to reclaim
their waterfront for residents and visitors. As
mentioned earlier, the river was subdivided into
narrow farm lots to allow early settlers access to
water. Later the advantage of water transport
brought railways and industrial operations to the
river front. Later still, wealthy residents as well
as Americans built expensive homes along the
river. These influences closed much of the river
to local people. In the last 50 years, concerted
public effort has retrieved and developed much
of the waterfront as a place for passive enjoyment
and recreation.
Balloon ascensions and prize fighting attracted
considerable attention in the late 1850’s.
Aeronaut Thurston ascending from Detroit lost
his life in 1858, but Bannister the following year
made a successful landing near Windsor. In
spite of the fact that prize fighting was illegal,
two Detroit pugilists performed before an
appreciative audience in the vicinity of Windsor
in 1858. Constables Samuel Port and Thomas
Mason of Windsor were present but took no
action since the affair was staged outside their
territory. The offenders were haled before S.S.
Macdonnell, Mayor of Windsor, and later Clerk
of the Peace for Essex County, Macdonnell
threatened the constables with suspension.
Horse racing at Sandwich and at the Belleview
Course, two miles above Windsor, and cricket
were other sporting activities of the period.
(Gateway to Canada, p. 47)
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Towers Song, by Ted Beiler, Cast aluminum 25’ high.
The Windsor Sculpture Garden located in Assumption and Centennial
Parks. (Courtesy of Windsor Department of Parks and Recreation)

One of the greatest assets in helping to raise
consciousness about the waterfront and remaining
natural features has been the Essex Region
Conservation Authority. Now 25 years old, this
was one of the last Conservation Authorities to
be formed in the province. Its formation was
resisted by some municipal authorities and
landowners alike since they feared excessive
regulation and higher taxes. However, the
ruinous floods of the early 70’s caused by high
lake levels persuaded most authorities to change
their mind since the Conservation Authority was
the means by which provincial and federal
financing could be tapped for flood prevention
and control works. Working with local authorities,
the Conservation Authority has been instrumental
in gaining grants to protect shorelines, and save
wetlands or other natural areas.
The yearnings for public water front land had
been brewing since the early 1920’s when leading
citizens of Sandwich and J. Clark Keith, general
manager of the Essex Border Cities Utilities
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Commission, first mentioned the possibilities.
Due to the Depression in the 1930’s only one
waterfront park was created near the
Ambassador Bridge, where a rubbish strewn
steep river bank was cleaned up by workers as a
“make work” project. This park lies in front of
Assumption Park, long owned by the Catholic
Church, and the original site of the Indian
Mission and school.

regiment played a prominent role. This park is
now the focus of the annual bi-national Freedom
Festival and the huge fireworks display held on
the river to commemorate the birth dates of
both Canada ad the United States.

Another Sandwich highlight of June, 1855,
was the ceremony of “shooting the devil.” This
performance which took place on a Sunday
was largely attended. A public event for Sandwich
announced in advance read: “There is to be a
grand celebration at Sandwich on the first day
of August (1859). The occasion is the twentyfifth anniversary of the abolition of human
slavery in the British West Indian Islands. The
celebration is gotten up, and will be participated
in, by fugitive slaves and other coloured persons
residing in Canada and Detroit. A great time is
expected.” (Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 47)
Windsor began actively developing a river front
park system in the post-war period. Efforts were
first directed to the former ferry docks which
had been abandoned after ferry services ended
in 1939. Located in the heart of Windsor, the new
park was named Dieppe Gardens to commemorate
the Dieppe Raid in which the local Essex Scottish

The Tecumseh Boat Club. (Courtesy of Hiram Walkers)

A drawing of the Walkerville Boat Club during the winter months. (Courtesy of Hiram Walkers)
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Boat races, rowing matches, moonlight boat
excursions were frequent events of the warmer
months. The Windsor Rowing Club of 1865
made its first fine appearance on the river on
Saturday, May 13. Four boats and their crews
made a trial trip, each boat carrying the
..
proper colours. The first displayed the colours
of the club, presented by the ladies of
Windsor; the second bore a white flag; the . . .
third, red; the fourth, blue.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 75)

The Walkerville Boat Club Regatta Program of 1909.

Detroit rowing clubs attended in their boats
and a vast amount of inter-city and international
enthusiasm. Thus the activities of the Windsor
Rowing Club continued throughout the summers
following. Steamer races, also, enlivened the
waters. The Detroit Daily Advertiser of 1861
reported on June 15: “A lively competition of
speed took place yesterday afternoon between
the steamers Forester and Canadian, from
Grosse Point light to this port. Some tall running
was exhibited by both steamers, which arrived
at their respective docks at the same time, neither
laying claim to the broom.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 76)

(Courtesy of

Hiram Walkers)

A policy established in the early 1960’s by
Windsor City Council affirmed the intention to
purchase river front land north of Riverside Drive
and not permit future development along the
shoreline. This policy has not always been easy
to adhere to since it is costly to purchase
waterfront land and some argue that, in order to
attract public interest, some form of development
should be permitted. However, since the creation
of Dieppe Gardens the City has acquired many
river front parcels with the greatest coup being
the acquisition of the former C.N. railway lands
stretching from Dieppe Gardens to HiramWalker.
A plan is in place to guide development of this
land, with implementation expected over a period
In the autumn, Friday, September 1, Windsor
and Hamilton clubs were competing on the
Detroit River, with the steamer Union chartered
to convey spectators in order that they might
have a good view of the race. Members of...
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Charlie Brooks Peace Fountain is located in the Detroit River at
Coventry Gardens and provides a spectacular display of water play at
one of Windsor’s many riverside parks. (Photo credit given to Lou
Ann Barnett)

of years.
Another showpiece along Windsor’s waterfront is
Reaume Park - Coventry Gardens. Once a small
park in the Town of Riverside, the parcel was
enlarged to include ornamental gardens and the
impressive ‘Peace Fountain’ which is placed in the river.
This waterfront beautification project has proved
its worth because it has attracted to its location
the most upscale and high density residential
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Culture and Recreation Plan, which calls for
additional park initiatives. Gilmore Park and
Marantette Park were developed in 1985 and 1993
respectively and provide opportunities for public
waterfront enjoyment. Amherstburg’s Navy Yard
Park lies opposite Bob-lo Island and fronts the
old town core of historic buildings. In addition to
providing spectacular waterfront views, the park
provides visitors with a glimpse of history

Lover’s Lane ran along side the Sandwich Mineral Springs Canal
shown here in the 1880’s. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan: Postcard Collection)

As a goal of summer excursions the Sandwich
Mineral Springs became very popular. They
were situated abut four miles below Windsor.
The sulphur content in the water was so high
that it would immediately blacken a silver coin
dipped in the springs. Omnibuses and coaches
from Windsor to Sandwich carried the travelling
public, or one could hire carriages from the
livery stables. Canadian citizens along the
border towns and villages, and Americans,
crossing by the ferries, flocked thither in
increasing numbers on Sundays and holidays.
Towards the end of the’60’s, crowds had
become so numerous daily that bath houses
and hotel accommodation were being increased
for those who desired the benefit of these
medicinal waters.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p. 77)

This view of the Navy Yard Park in Amherstburg shows the Detroit
River and Bob-lo Island in the background.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan)

through plaques and heritage buildings.

In 1864, local Sandwich businessmen discovered a hot sulphur water
spring while drilling for oil. A park, hotels, and mineral baths were
established. Since no public parks existed at this time, thousands
flocked to the Sandwich Mineral Springs which was a major
excursion venue until the springs ran dry. (From The Township of
Sandwich Past and Presenty)

developments along the Canadian shoreline.
The other river front municipalities have also
developed waterfront public parks. LaSalle
confirmed its commitment to parks in its 1995
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The Navy Yard Park has the longest history of
any along the waterfront which began when it
was the site of the British naval dock yard built
after the move from Detroit in 1796. The Yard
was destroyed by the British when they were
forced to retreat from the Americans in 1813.
The British did not rebuild the shipyard after
their return in 1815 and the land was purchased
by private interests. In 1891, the town waterworks
were located on part of the land until the early
1920’s when Brunner Mond began to supply
water to the town. A part of the property was
then reverted to a small bathing beach called
Waterworks Park. However, most of the property
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contained a coal dock with huge piles of coal. In
1975, the Town of Amherstburg began acquiring
the remaining property. One of their first tasks was
to construct a sea wall. Archaeologists from Parks
Canada sifted the bottom sediments for artifacts and
more than 30,000 were found. The park was finally
opened in two phases: 1980 and 1989. Today it is
filled with flower beds and trees and presents a great
view of the river and Bob-lo Island. The location has
proved a magnet for business with two restaurants,
a tavern and a soon to be resurrected restaurant
backing on to the river view. This proves that civic
beautification, heritage preservation, tourism and
profitable business development are natural partners.

The Heritage of Canadian Islands in the
Detroit River
There are three principal islands in Canadian waters:
Bois Blanc (Bob-lo), Fighting Island, and Peach Island
(Pêche Isle). Each of these islands has historical
significance and has provided important river front
recreational opportunities for Canadian and

American residents alike.
Bois Blanc (White Woods) Bob-lo
This island, near the mouth of the Detroit River was
a frequent resting site for the Aboriginal people as
it provided a safe place for fishing and camping. In
the early 1700’s it was the site of the first Jesuit
mission to the Hurons and once contained numerous
native long houses as well as an early fur trading
post. Later it was the main encampment for Tecumseh
and his allies fighting alongside the British in the War
of 1812. The British used the island as a part of
the forward defenses for Fort Malden and built three
Bois Blanc is French for ‘white woods.’ This
derives from the white barked poplar trees
which make up much of Bob-lo Island. The real
name of the island, however, is
Etiowiteeddannenti. This is Indian for ‘a people
island of white woods guarding an entrance’
The ‘people island’ refers to the village of
Huron Indians on the island, and the ‘guarding
an entrance’ is the entry to the Detroit River.
(Our “Downriver” River, p.97)
blockhouses there, one of which still remains today.
By the mid-nineteenth century the military post
had been abandoned and the island was destined
to pass into private hands. In the late nineteenth
century successful businessmen and those with
inherited wealth were looking for rural retreats,
such as Bois Blanc Island. In 1869, McKee Rankin
turned it into an estate stocked with game and horses
for the wealthy to entertain themselves and
guests. It remained a playground for the rich until

Amherstburg
seen from Bois
Blanc Island
by William Berczy Jr..
financial
difficulties
forced
a sale.
(Courtesy of Windsor’s Community Museum)

Built in 1836 of stone, the Bob-lo Island lighthouse was in use until
1920’s. The structure is still intact today, but the chamber
containing the light is now in storage. (Courtesy of artist Leo Kuschel)
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The island came under private ownership in
1869. The Rankin family bought it for $40 and
McKee Rankin and his wife, Kitty Blanchard,
both actors, turned it into a gentleman’s estate.
They entertained ‘New York’s Delmonico crowd
and Detroit’s Society’ lavishly, according to a
Detroit newspaper article written during that
period. (Our “Downriver” River, p.99)
for the wealthy to entertain themselves and guests.
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The dance pavillion on Bob-lo built in 1912 was claimed at the time to be the largest in the world. This attraction helped make Bob-lo an
excursion venue for both Ontario and Michigan for almost one hundred years. (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)

It remained a playground for the rich until This led
to its modern history, which lasted for
This led to its modern history, which lasted for
almost 100 years. In 1898 the island was
purchased by the Detroit, Belle Isle, and Windsor
Ferry Company to create a resort that was
accessible to people on both sides of the river.
The island had many attractions including a golf
course, merry-go-round, and a famous dance
pavilion touted, at the time of its construction,

to be the largest in the world. Numerous boats
transported people from Detroit and other river
communities to the island. The two most famous
were the S.S. Columbia and the S.S. St. Clair each
of which were almost 200 feet long and could
carry 2,500 passengers. Dance bands,
refreshments, and moonlight cruises were all
part of the joyous outings. There is no question
that for over three-quarters of a century the
{‘Bob-lo experience’ was an intrinsic part of the

The Bob-lo Boat “St. Claire” by artist Leo Kuschel. (Courtesy of artist Leo Kuschel)
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The Detroit, Belle Isle and Windsor Ferry
Company under the presidency of Walter
Campbell of Detroit spent much money in the
development of the excursion resort at Bois
Blanc Island, the name of which was shortened
to Bob-lo. Mr. Campbell was a man of strong
convictions, who permitted no Sunday dancing
at the park or on the boats during his lifetime.
(Gateway to Canada, p. 189)
Detroit River culture.
By the 1980’s, social changes were making the
simple pleasures of picnics and river cruises
passé. The island changed ownership several
times with repeated attempts to upgrade and
modernize facilities. Unfortunately, its popularity
continued to decline and the amusement park
was finally closed in 1993, with everything put up
for sale. By chance John Oram, who was interested
in purchasing one of the rides, discovered that
the island was also for sale. He purchased the
entire island and is now developing an island
residential community.
Fighting Island (Ile aux Dindes)
Like the other islands in Canadian waters,
Fighting Island has a colourful history. It too was
a favourite place for resting and fishing by native
groups who named it Des-chree-shos-ka meaning ‘a good place to catch fish’. In early pioneer
times it was a kind of commons where farmers
could take their livestock to graze. During the
nineteenth century it became an important base
for catching whitefish as they migrated up the
Detroit River. The island enjoyed a brief period
as a summer resort, but was later abandoned in
Winter also brought horse racing with cutters on
the ice near Fighting Island and on Lake St. Clair.
(Garden Gateway to Canada, p.189)

favour of Bob-lo.
Fighting Island also has an extensive military
history, which is reflected in its name. During
Pontiac’s uprising of 1763, it was a base from
which warriors attempted to block British access
to Detroit, by preventing forces and supplies from
reaching the fort. The British used small sailing
vessels and bateaux to supply the fort with some
degree of success. A British raiding party attempted
to dislodge the natives which led to severe battle
and a British defeat. It is claimed by some that
this event resulted in the name ‘Fighting Island’.
The island was also used by American supporters
of the 1837 Upper Canada Rebellion. Once again
it was the scene of conflict when local forces
defeated the Americans.
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The island eventually was purchased by the
Wyandotte Chemical Company of Michigan to be
used primarily as a dumping ground for waste
alkali products. Approximately one-third of the
island was left in its natural condition to be used
as a hunting and fishing preserve for company
staff and guests.
Today the island is owned by BASF and all
dumping has stopped. Experiments are under
way to bring back vegetation that will stabilize
the waste. How long it will take to regain its
natural condition is unknown, but it is hoped
that the island will become an area where nature
can reassert itself.
Fish Island (Ile à la Pêche)
This northernmost island of the Detroit River is
110 acres in area and at times of high water, lies
only slightly above river level. Its French name
underlines that it was a favourite spot for native
peoples to catch fish. The island was also used
by Pontiac to launch his attack on Detroit in 1763.
It is reputed by some that two of his wives are
buried there. In later years, like all the river’s
Canadian islands, it came under American
ownership. For a period in the nineteenth century
it was owned by Hiram Walker, who developed a
posh resort. The island exchanged hands two
more times before the property was abandoned
and the home destroyed by fire in 1929. The
island gradually returned to a natural condition
and because of its sandy beaches and clean
water on the upriver side, became a favourite
haunt of boaters and picnickers.
The Curse of Pêche Island
Pêche Island is 110 acres of wilderness located in
the middle of the Detroit River between Detroit
and Windsor. Originally, the island was known
as “Isle du Large,” but by 1820 was referred to
as “Isle a la Pêche” which translated means
“Fish Island.” Several years before the War of
1812, the Laforest family settled on Pêche Island.
For decades, they shared the island with a band
of native people. The Laforest family apparently
took owner-ship of the island from the native
people in a deal that included exchange of
livestock.
By 1880, Leon Laforest, (grandson of the original
owner,) and his wife Rosalie were raising twelve
children on the island. They supported
themselves by raising livestock, farming and
through commercial fishing. However in 1883,
Leon died leaving Rosalie in difficult circumstances...
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Shortly after Leon’s death, twelve men coerced
Rosalie and her two oldest sons into signing a
deed of sale for the island. They were told to
leave the island by spring. When it came time to
leave, Rosalie put a curse on the island. “No one
will ever do anything with the Island.”
Through the years, a number of entrepreneurs
have had plans for the island including: housing
developments, golf courses, an amusement
park, and an attempt by the Ontario government
to create a provincial park. None of these plans
have come to fruition. Today it remains a
relatively isolated and beautiful remnant of
natural land in the Detroit River. It appears
Rosalie Laforest’s curse may still haunt Pêche
Island to this day.
(From Les Fêtes du Tricentennial de la Région
Windsor en l’an 2001, pp. 19-21)

Pêche Island finally came into the possession of
Sandwich East Township for nonpayment of
taxes. In the 1960’s it was briefly owned by an
American who tried to develop it as a historical
theme park. This venture failed mainly because
of transportation difficulties. Eventually in 1971,
local authorities persuaded the Government of
Ontario to buy the island and develop a provincial
park. For many years the province monitored the
island and attempted to keep it clean from
debris left by boaters and campers.
In the need to reduce public spending, the current
provincial government decided to sell Pêche
Island. The City of Windsor has offered
$1,000,000 for the purchase, but the sale has
yet to be finalized. If Windsor obtains ownership
the island will be retained as a nature preserve
for rare Canadian flora and fauna, and for the
enjoyment of current and future Detroit River
residents.

A Bibliographical Review of Detroit River
Area Literature, Historical Accounts and
Songs
A complete survey of all literary allusions to
events along the Detroit River would be a massive
undertaking, although confining it to events and
personalities connected with the Canadian shore
would reduce the task considerably. This section
presents only a brief sampling of literature,
accounts and songs connected in some form to
the River. It should be noted that many issues
raised here merit further research which could
shed additional light on early life in the region.
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The Oral Tradition of the Aboriginals
The first French settlers and native peoples who
settled along the Detroit River in the eighteenth
century were largely illiterate but created an oral
culture of songs and stories. Unfortunately little
effort was made at the time to capture and record
their culture, and it has proven difficult centuries
later to list what these elements consisted of.
In the case of the Aboriginal peoples there were
translators and scribes who recorded some
statements of leaders when important negotiations
were taking place. Too often history has portrayed
the Aboriginal as an inarticulate or unsophisticated
people who could not appreciate the implications
of Europeans settling in their territories. The
words and actions of leaders such as Tecumseh
and Pontiac certainly prove this wrong. This is
illustrated in Tecumseh’s address to the British
on Bois Blanc Island at the beginning of the War
of 1812. A portion of his address is presented in
Chapter Three.
Included here is a simple but eloquent statement
by an Indian chief addressing Governor Lewis
Cass of the Michigan Territory at the making of
the Treaty of Saginaw 1819.
You do not know our wishes. Our people
wonder what has brought you so far from
your homes. Your young men have invited us
to come and light the council fire. We are here
to smoke the pipe of peace, but not to sell
our lands.
Our American father wants them. Our English
father treats us better; he has never asked for
them. Your people trespass upon our hunting
grounds. You flock to our shores. Our waters
grow warm; our land melts like a cake of ice;
our possessions grow smaller and smaller;
the warm wave of the white man rolls in upon
us and melts us away.
Our women reproach us. Our children want
homes; shall we sell from under them the
spot where they spread their blankets? We
have not called you here. We smoke with you
the pipe of peace. (Chief Oge-Maw-keke-too,
addressing Lewis Cass) (Henrickson, p. 60)
The Early French Folk Tales and Songs
It can be assumed that, since many of the early
settlers came from Quebec, traditions of music,
dance and folk-tales well documented for that
area also existed here. Some traces remain. A
remarkable book was published in 1884:
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Legends de la Detroit (Legends of the Detroit).
It is a book of folk-tales presumably gathered
from those who were old enough to carry in their
memories stories that were told in French
settlements on both sides of the river. A brief
story is reproduced here as a sample of these
early tales which often stretched the bonds of
credulity or were full of superstition. However,
the concepts presented give the reader a sense
of eighteenth century folk culture and rural life
on the far west frontier. The legend of ‘La Chase
Galerie’ is very well known in French Canada and
is the oldest attested version in North America.
La Chasse Galerie
There once dwelt at Askin Pointe, on the
Canadian shore, a Nimrod of the forest called
Sebastien Lacelle. So devoted to the chase
was he that his friends said that he was born
with a gun in his hand, and no persuasion of
theirs could induce him to join in other
sports. For weeks at a time he would be gone,
and then return laden with game. After one of
these excursions it was noticed that Sebastien
was more silent than usual, had little to say
of his hair-breadth escapes, nor did he boast,
as was his wont, of the fruits of his trusty
rifle.
The mystery was soon solved. One day, tired
and weary, baffled by a deer he was pursuing,
Sebastien came to a cabin in the woods. A
young girl was caressing a deer and deftly
dressing a wound in its side. Sebastien
recognized it as the one at which he had shot.
She was Zoé de Mersac, who had accompanied
her father to help him extract the maple syrup
from the trees. In the magic witchcraft of her
smile Sebastian buried his heart. Zoé admired
the strong arm and the vigorous manhood
which could shield her from the rough blasts
of the world.
It was on a glorious September day that
Sebastien and Zoé were strolling along the
beach, discussing the morrow, which was to
be their wedding day. Zoé was possessed of a
highly nervous organization which, like the
Aeolian harp, is played upon by each passing
zephyr, and is peculiarly susceptible to
superstition. She was telling her lover how
she feared her happiness could not last and
spoke of that serrement du coeur which
seemed prophetic of evil. Sebastien, in the
superb enjoyment of his healthy physique,
could not sympathize with her, and only
laughed at her fears.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

What had presentiments to do with him, he
thought; would he not be obliged to relinquish his bachelor habits and become a
serious, home-staying man? An unconscious
sigh escaped him. Raising his eyes, he abruptly
left Zoé. He returned shortly afterwards
accompanied by several men, guns in hand,
whom he had called from the “seines” near
by, and followed by Sebastien’s dog, Chasseur.
Whilst his friends were loosening the boat
from its moorings Sebastien joined his
fiancée who asked him to explain his sudden
departure. He pointed to a flock of ducks flying towards the flats (an unusual occurrence
at that season)and said he was going for a
farewell hunt. As soon as she heard this she
hid her face in her hands, and the slender,
girlish figure was convulsed. In accents
tremulous with unshed tears, she besought
him not to leave her, for if he did, he would
never return. Sebastien tried to reason with
her, but it was of no avail. He petted her and
tried those arts in which the lover is so proficient. She told him that she had heard the
past night the screech-owl in thewillow tree
near her window, at the same time the barking of dogs and ringing of bells in the air doleful foreshadowings of approaching
disaster.
Sebastien gazed tenderly into the upturned
face, so pathetic in its tearful appeal, and felt
his resolve melting away. But the impatient call
of his friends and a shy feeling of being
laughed at prompted him to hastily say goodbye to his promised bride. “When shall you
return!” asked Zoé. “To-morrow at dawn,
dead or alive, sure,” he jestingly added, to
quiet her fears. Soon the hunters were off.
Sebastien waved the end of his red sash and
Chasseur barked a jubiliant farewell, for he
seemed to share his master’s love of the
chase.
At early dawn Zoé came to the shore to
welcome the returning hunters. She seated
herself on one of the great boulders which
are strewn upon the shores of the lake,
thrown there by the Indian spirit Manabozbo,
who cast them at his father in his memorable
combat. Seldom had so glorious a scene burst
on her view and all was in harmony with her
nature. The dark forests melted with azure
softness, the magical veil of misty golden
haziness hung over everything, transforming
the scene into a sea of gold dissolved in rainbow tints. Lake, sky, land, all seemed flooded
and transfigured. The indescribable shades
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flowed into each other with a beauty which,
while enchanting, was the despair of the
artist. The girl drank in the delicious draught
of loveliness, and thought if this was the
dawn of a perfect earthly day which must die
in all its splendor, what must be that of the
eternal one in its undying beauty.
To-day was her wedding day! Why did
Sebastien tarry? Had he not a loving impatience to meet his bride? Hour after hour she
waited, sending forth her petitions to Ste.
Anne, the patroness of mariners, to guide her
Sebastien back. Others whose husbands and
brothers had gone with Sebastien joined her in
her weary watchings. Night came but brought
no returning hunters. Day after day Zoé still
came to the beach, questioning the vast
waters and the horizon for Sebastien. Winter
passed, spring again hung her bright blossoms
on the trees, but Sebastien came not to gladden the sorrow-haunted heart of the girl. Yet
she seemed cheerful, asif buoyed up by some
inward hope. She constantly said that her lover
would return to claim her, he had promised
and he had never deceived any one. Once,
shortly after he left, she had heard
Sebastien’s voice, and looking up saw him in
a boat in the clouds. Chasseur was with him
and Sebastien said: “I will come for you in
a year and a day.” Then towards the north the
mystic apparition glided and the voice died
away in the moaning wind.
It was a year and a day. The pale cheek with
its hectic flush, the fragile figure, the transparent hand told that this was a blossom
for the grave.
Zoé desired that she should be dressed as a
bride and carried to the beach to watch for
her bridegroom. Her chair was brought to the
place she designated. The scene was by a
strange coincidence of nature, nearly the
same as on the bright day she waited
Sebastien’s return. Nature seemed anxious
that the dying girl should take the sweetest
and most beautiful memories of earth with
her. The wakening waves chanted their low
matins as they broke at their feet, the birds
greeted her with jubilant notes and the soft,
balmy air played hide and seek through the
meshes of her hair.
The maiden heeded not the beauty of the
scene; her eyes were intently fixed on a spot
in the skies. Suddenly an ecstatic expression
crept over her face, and raising herself up
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she exclaimed, “See! see! there is Sebastien in
the boat; he beckons to me, and Chasseur is
barking so joyously! Did I not tell you he
would come for me? Sebastien, I come, I
come.” And the pure spirit of the girl leaped
from its mortal tenement to rejoin that of her
spirit bridegroom. Her awe-stricken friends
looked where she pointed and saw a phantom
boat drifting on a billow of clouds, and distinctly heard the echo of a barking dog as the
vision melted into the boundless blue.
(Hamlin, pgs128-133)

In recent years researchers such as Dr. Peter
Halford and Marcel Beneteau at the University of
Windsor have explored the nuances and content
of early French culture in this region. Dr. Halford
has investigated the linguistic peculiarities of the
local French dialect and found unique usages
which make it distinct from Quebec or other
French speaking regions of North America.
The local peculiarities of the French language were
first noted by Father Pierre Phillipe Potier, a
Belgian Jesuit missionary priest who was sent
here to establish a mission to the Hurons in 1743.
Because Father Potier’s French was quite different
he took the trouble to compile a lexicon containing
more than 3,000 words and expressions which
were new to him. His lexicon is the only study of
the French language in North America under the
pre-conquest French regime. Some of the words
noted by Potier were in use in Le Detroit long
before they noted in later authoritative dictionaries.
This is an area worthy of further study.
Marcel Beneteau has collected approximately two
thousand French folk-songs from both sides of
the Detroit River and even recorded some of them.
His richest source has been the River CanardLaSalle area which is the original Petite Côte and
the first settlement on the Canadian side of the
river. Below is one example of such a song with
an introduction by Mr. Beneteau.
This first song is probably a local composition.I haven’t found any versions of it
elsewhere. Though it is probably incomplete
and contains many garbled references which
make it impossible to ascribe it to any historical
incident, it is known that the Mascouten
Indians, allied to the Fox, for many years
interfered with the French fur trade in the
Interior; the situation is alluded to in the third
verse. I got the song from Mrs. Stella Meloche,
born on Turkey Island, in the Detroit River in
1902; she learned the song from her grandPage 90
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father, Étienne Meloche, who was born in 1823.
Les MascoutensUn sauvage chassant des ces
bois, Ayant faim de manger du pain, Dessur
un Français il s’est en allé, Tout épouvanté,
disant: “Sauve-toé. Il lui a dans ces bois
beaucoup d’IroquoisQui vont mettre à yâ-yor*
les Français.”
Bourdignon qui est un homm sans façon, I dit:
“Camarades allons.” Tout en continuant vers
le commandant, Z-il s est en allé, disant:
Monsieur Roi, Faites rassembler tous vos
garnadiers, Un homm pour interpréter.
Aussitôt qu le command ment fut donnè,
Tout à chaquin fut rassemblè. Et les sauvagðs
contents avec leur butin, Il s en allaient tous,
i criaient “Ya oin!” Oh les Mascoutens patagos
malins, Tout chargès de ce bon butin.
*Imitation du parler amèrindien: “I voulaient
dire qu’i ètaient pour les jeter dehors.”
French culture along the river was also portrayed
by English speaking song writers. This is seen in
the next example written by William Henry
Drummond, a poet of Irish descent living in
Quebec. The song, was published in Drummond’s
1897 book, entitled The Habitant, and
illustrates a tale of sailing from Lake St. Clair to
the Detroit River in a version of French-English
dialect.
A skow kom sailing down Lak St. Claire
Shingal an cord hood her deck load ware;
De win blew fresh an de win blew free,
An speed her way dat “Look an See;”
Out she sail from de creek of de Bear,
Over de waters of Lak San Claire.
De win increase till he blew a gale,
De “Look and See” she reef her sail;
De water joomp rite o’er de boat
An way tree stick of cord hood flote;
From gail to hurricain blow de wind,
Four bonch of shingal flote behind.
De captain she can’t stan dat no more,
All de profit gone from dat trip sure;
If all shingal an de cord hood go; de sheriff he
An sell dat skow, den no more whiskey,
No more bread, no more cabin to cover de head.
So de mate she yell in de gail,
Batise stan by and let go dat sail;
Haul in de peek halyard when I luff de boat,
De peek haul in de halyard gon,
An under de gib day scoot along.
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Dey reach de river, dey pass de lite,
Dare stopping place soon com in site;
De captain jomp rite roun and roun;
Parblue Batise, why doan you haul down?
Can’t do it captain, de mate reply,
If you tink you can, you bess com try.
Trow in de hank so quick you can,
De Captain cry as he forward ran;
Trow in de hank, and we make tings snug,
Better do dat dan hire a tug.
But Captain, de hank ain t got no string on,
Never mind trow her in, may stop her soon.

Published Accounts of Early French and
Aboriginal History along the River
The early history of the Detroit was well served
by two indefatigable researchers, one American
and one Canadian. The American was Clarence
Burton who amassed a vast collection of
documents and published a three volume history
of Detroit. His work, now called the Burton
Collection, is found in the Detroit Public Library.
On the Canadian side in a wonderful resource
entitled The Windsor-Border Region: Canada’s
Southernmost Frontier-A Collection of
Documents. The author was Earnest J.
Lajeunesse C.S.B. who taught French at
Assumption University. His
collection covers the period from exploration in
the seventeenth century to the ceding of Detroit
to the Americans in 1796. His lengthy introduction,
fine selection of original maps and key French
and British documents provide a record of the
first one hundred years along the river. In addition
to these works, there were others who provided
records of this period. An example is Cadillac’s
description of Detroit as presented by a Detroit
historian, Silas Farmer, who describes the paradise
the first settlers believed they had found.
Since you [King Louis XIV of France] have
directed me to render an account of it, I will
do so, premising that Detroit is actually but a
channel or river of medium breadth and
twenty-five leagues in length, according to my
estimate, through which flows and escapes
slowly and with sufficiently moderate current,
the living and crystal waters of Lake Superior,
Michigan, and Huron (which are so many seas
of sweet water) into Lake Erie, Lake Ontario, or
Frontenac, and which finally, together with the
waters of the St. Lawrence, mingle with those
of the ocean.
Its borders are so many vast prairies, and the
freshness of the beautiful waters keeps the
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banks always green. The prairies are bordered
by long and broad rows of fruit trees which
have never felt the careful hand of the vigilant
gardener. Here, also, orchards, young and old,
soften and bend their branches, under the
weight and quantity of their fruit, towards the
mother earth, which has produced them. It is
in this land, so fertile, that the ambitious vine,
which has never wept under the knife of the
vine-dresser, builds a thick roof with its large
leaves and heavy clusters, weighing down the
top of the tree which receives it, and often
stifling it with its embrace.
Under these broad walks one sees assembled
by hundreds the timid deer and fawn, also the
squirrel bounding in his eagerness to collect
the apples and plums with which the earth is
covered. Here the cautious turkey calls and
conducts her numerous brood to gather the
grapes, and here also their mates come to fill
their large and gluttonous crops. Golden
pheasants, the quail, the partridge, woodcock,
and numerous doves swarm in the woods and
cover the country, which is dotted and broken
with thickets and high forests of full-grown
trees, forming a charming perspective, which
sweetens the sad lonesomeness of the
solitude. The hand of the pitiless reaper has
never mown the luxurious grass upon which
fatten woolly buffaloes, of magnificent size
and proportion.
There are ten species of forest trees, among
them are the walnut, white oak, red oak, the
ash, the pine, white-wood and cotton-wood;
straight as arrows, without knots, and almost
without branches, except at the very top, and
of prodigious size. Here the courageous eagle
looks fiercely at the sun, with sufficient at his
feet to satisfy his boldly armed claws. The
fish here are nourished and bathed by living
water of crystal clearness, and their great
abundance renders them none the less delicious.
Swans are so numerous that one would take
for lilies the reeds in which they are crowded
together. The gabbling goose, the duck, the
widgeon, and the bustard are so abundant
that to give an idea of their numbers I must
use the expression of a savage whom I asked
before arriving if there
was much game. “So much,” he said, “that
they draw up in lines to let the boats pass
through.” ...In a word, the climate is temperate,
and the air purified through the day and night
by a gentle breeze. The skies are always
serene and spread sweet and fresh influences
which makes one enjoy a tranquil sleep.
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If the situation is agreeable, it is none the
lessimportant because it opens and closes the
door of the passage to the most distant nations
which are situated upon the borders of the
vast seas of sweet water. None but the
enemies of truth could be enemies to this
establishment so necessary to the increase of
the glory of the king. (Henrickson, pp. 26-28)
There are also examples of letters and reports
written by French military officers, civil
administrators or clergy. Their accounts of life
along le Detroit are graphic, informative and
astute. They too provide an engaging glimpse of
the first one hundred years along the river and
warrant further investigation.
The Basilians of Assumption also kept excellent
records of the Catholic ministry and educational
endeavours from the earliest settlement. Of
particular value are the edited documents of
Assumption by Michael Power. These documents
cover the French period of the control of
Assumption up to 1860, and then from the
takeover by the Basilians in 1870 and on. Of
particular interest is the translated correspondence
to Bishops in Quebec by priests such as Richardie,
Crevier and Pointe. The introductions by Michael
Power are also very informative. An excerpt of
one of his edited letters is provided below.
Memorial of Joseph White, Chief of the Hurons
- 1858
My Lord and Bishop: Permit me to make you
acquainted with the true character and the
position of the Huron or Wyandotte Indians,
with the Roman Catholic Church. When we the
Hurons first encountered the white people, I
am satisfied that our people was a good people.
As Wyandottes, when we entered into agreements of any kind or nature, we relied on the
verbal promises of our white brethren, as we
took no guarantees in writing, nay, we would
have deemed it an insult to ask for written
assurances, so accustomed were we, amongst
ourselves to deal with one another on oral
promises.
Our chief men had a forewarning before they
met or knew the white people, that the contrary
was coming to pass, and they conveyed the
fact to the warriors of our tribe, in council
assembled. By tradition, the Hurons were the
first of all Indian tribes who settled at Detroit,
which was their chief city. They resided there
a great while before any white man made his
appearance there.
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As they (the Hurons) became more learned in
our Religion, the whites taught them that the
Holy Ghost, the Father and the Son are one
and inhabit the same Kingdom. They also
promised us that they would take us in charge
and guard us, as their children. To apply the
words of our reverend white brethren, they
said: “My children, we will take good care of
your interests and instruct you as long as the
days of this world will last…”As then the
whites, who also required the aid and assistance of priests, furnished to him whom we
had there-to-fore called and deemed as our
separate priest, money, for his services in our
Religion, (and then was money first brought
into circulation amongst us), his attention, of
necessity, was divided, and to us somewhat
curtailed to what it had been. The Hurons,
then, resolved to give in place of money
which they could not get, land from which
their priests could derive their maintenance in
consideration of their Reverend priest and his
successors continuing the former agreement,
that of instructing and teaching his said
Huron children, so long as the days of this
world lasted.
This priest intimated to us, that, when after
his death another priest would be furnished,
he would be more distant and would not
extend to us the same fatherly care as he and
his predecessors had there-to-fore done. A
fourth priest was furnished to us, according to
promise, who, in a great measure differed
from his predecessors, as had been intimated
to us by our former priest. He caused the
Hurons to wander from their faith and scatter
themselves on different parts of their hunting
grounds. It was then that the whites had
increased a great deal around us, and we,
Hurons, almost totally abandoned, having
become discouraged and taking a dislike to
our last priest, neglected ourselves and
wandered again into the wild woods, hunting
for our livelihood.
Still, my Lord, as in all civilized nations, there
remained a certain number that still clung
true to their faith and still continue to this
present day to remain in the faith of the
Roman Catholic Religion, and for a number of
years they have derived no benefit from their
Christian Father in the way of instruction. I
now find it beyond bearing, when only the
remnant of the once mighty Wyandotte or
Huron Tribe is left, that the rites and comforts
of our beloved Religion are withheld from us,
when we in former days have contributed to
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such a great extent and received in consideration from our Christian forefathers, the oral
and written promises that the comforts of our
Religion would be administered unto us, free
of all charges whatsoever, as long as the
waters were current and the days of this world
lasted…
The Church we now attend and to which we
have had recourse for a number of years, is the
Amherstburg Church, to which we contributed
all the stone material, to aid in building it, an
received the same assurance and promises as
in the case of the Sandwich Church.
My Lord, I discharge my conscience by placing
into your hands, for your consideration, the
history of our true character in relation to the
Catholic Church, and that which I look upon
as our wrongs. I call upon our Almighty to
witness my words to be true and correct, as I
would not wish that there should be more
stated than there really is because I feel it as
a duty to myself and to my children, to
divulge to your Lordship, that which I have
long considered as a secret between us and
our Holy Catholic Church, from which we have
no desire whatever to alienate ourselves.
Should no remedy be extended to us, in
conclusion, I beg to wish every possible success
to our beloved Church and beg to remain,
your faithful and humble scribe in Our Lord.
(Joseph White, Anderdon August 16, 1858 (Letter of
Chief Joseph White to Bishop Pinsoneault, 1858)
Gignac and Bondy, pp. 22-24)

The British Period 1760 to Confederation
(1867): Literature and Published Accounts
This period is not as well covered in local writing
or even in historical accounts by other authors.
While there are many accounts of travelers who
passed through the region, most of this writing
has been long out of print. However, there are
two notable authors who provided a glimpse of
British life along the Detroit River, Major John
Richardson and Anna Jamieson.
Major John Richardson was a significant literary
figure who spent considerable time in this area
in the early nineteenth century. John Richardson
joined the British forces at Fort Malden at the age
of fifteen and took part in the War of 1812. It
was his admiration for Tecumseh that led him to
write one of the first of many tracts about this
great Indian leader. This was followed by numerous
writings including an account of the 41st regiment
of foot posted to Fort Malden, two novels and a
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book of poetry. His novel Wacousta-the Pontiac
Conspiracy is credited with being the first
English novel written in Canada. This novel has
been adapted to a three act play by John Reaney
which has been performed a number of times
along the Detroit River. Richardson lived in
Canada until 1849 when he moved to New York
to pursue a writing career. Unfortunately he is
reported to have died in impoverishment in 1852.

Song of the Fugitive
I’m on my way to Canada a freeman’s rights
to share;
The cruel wrongs of slavery I can no longer
bear;
My heart is crushed within me, so while I
remain a slave
I am resolved to strike the blow for freedom
or the grave.

The second famous writer, Anna Jamieson,
traveled through early Upper Canada and visited
the Detroit River region. Her remarks about the
conditions on the two sides of the river are often
quoted describing the American side as bustling
and prosperous and the Canadian side as rather
primitive and less developed.

O Great Father, do thou pity me,
And help me on to Canada
Where panting slave is free.
I’ve served my Master all my days without the
least reward;
And now I’m forced to flee away to shun the
lash abhorred.
The hounds are baying on my tracks; my
Master’s just behind,
Resolved that he will bring me back and fast
his fetters bind.

A modern piece of research which sheds light on
the early nineteenth century is Alan Douglas’s edited
version of the Diaries of John Prince, published in a documentary series for the Champlain
Society. Mr. Douglas, the first curator of the
Windsor Historical Museum, was able to piece
together John Prince’s account of his life in Canada.
Prince was a leading figure of the Western District
being a soldier, landowner, businessman, member
of the legislature and magistrate. The account of
his activities fills an important gap in recording
this period, for which few other records or writings
exist.

I heard that Queen Victoria has pledged us all
a home
Beyond the reach of slavery, if we will only
come,
So I have fled this weary way, my guide the
bright North Star.
And now, thank God, I speed the day in the
underground railcar.

The Underground Railroad and Accounts
of Slaves Seeking Refuge in Canada

O, Old Master, why come after me?
I’m whizzing fast to Canada
Where the panting slave is freed.

There is voluminous literature on this subject which
all focuses, to some degree, on the escape routes
along the Detroit River and across Lake Erie. While
much of this was written in the nineteenth century,
little focuses on this area alone. The Freedom
Seekers written by Dr. Dan Hill, is a modern treatment of this subject covering several aspects of
the “underground railroad” in this part of
Ontario.

I now embark for yonder shore, sweet land of
liberty;
Our vessel soon will bear me o’er, and I shall
then be free.
No more I’ll dread the auctioneer, nor fear the
Master’s frowns;
No more I’ll tremble lest I hear the baying of
the hounds.

The major local book on this subject is written
by Dr. Bryan Walls, who combined his family history
and a general discussion of escaped slaves, as a
work of fiction. The Road that Led to
Somewhere portrays what it meant for slaves to
reach freedom in Canada. It tells the account of
his ancestors who crossed Lake Erie and
eventually found a homestead in Maidstone
Township after exploring the area’s black
communities in the 1850’s. A song from the
book, shown below, captures the feelings of joy
and liberation which slaves felt as they entered
Canadian soil.
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O, Old Master, ‘tis vain to follow me;
I’m just in sight of Canada
Where the panting slave is free.
Yes! I am safe in Canada-my soul and body
free,
My blood and tears no more shall drench thy
soil, O Carolina,
Yet how can I suppress the tear that’s starting
from my eyes
To think my friends and kindred dear as
slaves must live and die.
O dear friends, haste and follow me.
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For I am safe in Canada
Where the panting slave is free.
(Walls, pp. 182-183)

Twentieth Century Accounts of Border
History
Although many short essays had been prepared
in the first 200 years of settlement, it was not until
the twentieth century when efforts were made to
synthesize the past history of communities along
the river. The first attempt at a comprehensive,
if eclectic, account of local history was written by
Frederick Neal in, A History of Sandwich. In
addition to covering the Town of Sandwich, Neal
recorded events in the entire Township of
Sandwich which included the northern half of the
Detroit River shore as far as Lake St. Clair.
Although this book focuses heavily on prosperous
and leading citizens, it is still the first to recount
many details of early life in Sandwich.
A number of amateur historians, including
George MacDonald (a local businessman) and Francis
Cleary (one time Mayor of Windsor) saved
important documents and wrote short treatises for
radio broadcasts or newspaper articles.
Eventually this material was gathered together
and placed in the Baby House which is now known
as Windsor’s Community Museum.
Neil F. Morrison was commissioned to write a
history of the area on the occasion of the one
hundredth anniversary of the incorporation of
Windsor as a village. The book, Garden Gateway
to Canada, One Hundred Years of Windsor
and Essex County 1854-1954, is the first to
look at the entire region in a chronological
account with numerous maps and photographs.
This work has become an authoritative account of
the area during this period of rapid growth.
In recent years there have been several books
covering important aspects of history along the
river. The most significant gap in local history
was filled by a comprehensive two volume history
of Amherstburg. Amherstburg 1796-1996: The
New Town on the Garrison Grounds was
organized and written under the direction of the
Bicentennial Committee. Written by a team of
specialists, this book provides a complete
detailed account of Amherstburg’s history as well
as information about the former townships of
Malden and Anderdon.
There are several other authors whose work
touches on events concerning the Detroit River.
Marty Gervais, book editor and columnist of the
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Windsor Star, has written two major works. The
Rumrunners deals with Prohibition and the
smuggling of liquor to the United States while
The Border Police, reviews the history of law
enforcement along a sometimes troubled border.
Carl Morgan, former editor of the Windsor Star,
produced a book for the Centenary in 1992 on
the founding of Windsor, The Birth of a City. He
also joined with Herb Colling in recording a history
of the auto industry and its economic importance
for Detroit River communities. Finally, another book
on Windsor’s Centenary was written by Trevor
Price and Larry Kulisek: Windsor 1892-1992: A
Centennial Celebration which documents and
analyzes the various components of Windsor’s
development over the last one hundred years.
There is a great amount of literature about
shipping on the Great Lakes much of it written in
this century. The excerpt, from Stories of the
Great Lakes, was written in the early 1960’s and
provides an account of the river up to 1938. This
selection paints a picture and summarizes much
of the story of the Detroit River, and for this
reason, has been used to close this report.
Steam Boat Coming Around the Bend
With the roll of drums the American Flag was
run to the top of the flag-staff, July 11th,
1796. Fort Lernoult was no longer a part of
England. Now the soldiers of a new nation
had taken possession. The virgin forests that
surround this wilderness fort still rang with
the scalp yell of the Hurons. Just across the
River du Detroit, on the Canadian side, were
the ferocious Iroquois of the Long House.
American frontiersmen with their long
Kentucky rifles, under the command of
Captain Moses Porter, took over the surrender
of this fort that guarded the Detroit River.
This fort, called by the British Fort Lernoult,
would now be known as Fort Detroit. Fort
Ponchartrain du Detroit was built by the
soldiers of Antoine Cadillac in 1701, with
logshewn by hand from the wilderness forest
that grew to the banks of the river. This outpost of the French King was known as ville
d’Etroit or Village on the Strait.
The flags of three nations were destined to
fly over this area. First was the flag of France
on completion of Fort Ponchartrain, then with
the surrender of this territory to the British
during the French and Indian war, November
29th, 1760, the Union Jack was raised. Fort
Lernoult was built during the Revolutionary
War on a site commanding the Detroit River.
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With the lowering of the Union Jack, an officer
of the King turned to Captain Moses Porter
and said, “Sir, after today, this fort will be
forever American.” This prediction of the
officer was wrong. On August 16th, 1812, Ft.
Detroit was surrendered by General Hull to
the British.
It was not until after Perry’s victory in Lake
Erie in September 1813 that Detroit once
again flew the flag of the United States.
With the coming of peace to this region the
“coureurs de bois” were replaced with new
settlers, who cleared the forests and tilled the
soil. The forest runner gave way to the man
with the plow. Many came from the lower lake
regions by small boats driven by sail. The
village of Detroit grew by leaps and bounds
Commerce always follows the rivers and
lakes. After the War of 1812, which freed the
lakes, Detroit was no longer a frontier post.
The Detroit River, that carried the war canoes
of many Indian tribes before its discovery by
the white man, now carried the commerce of
a new nation. The small boats of the first
settlers gave way to the schooners and windjammers; these in turn to the newly invented
steam boat, the first of which was named
‘Walk In The Water’. This steamboat ran from
Buffalo, New York, to Detroit for three years,
1818 to 1821, when she sank in storm tossed
Lake Erie.
The wooden ships over the years were
replaced by those made of iron. The first
commercial, iron hulled ship and prototype of
modern freighters was the Onoko. She
foundered off Duluth in 1915. Then came the
giant freighters made of steel. As the years
passed some of these ships would eventually
reach 730 feet in length. They carried, in their
holds, iron ore from the northern lake ports
for the steel-making furnaces that would
build a great nation. These ships, on their
return from the lower lake ports after
delivering their cargo, would load coal
for the cities on the shores of Western Lake
Michigan and Lake Superior.
This vast traffic was to pass through the
Detroit River. Some ships were to carry their
cargo to Detroit. This city on the straits that
started as a wilderness fort, had become a
metropolis. Just across the river where once
stood the tepees of the Iroquois, were the
cities of Windsor and Walkerville which form
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the chief gateway to Canada.
With commerce increasing between the two
cities that faced each other across the Detroit
River, it became necessary to establish a ferry
line to carry passengers and freight. In 1856,
enterprising Americans started a ferry service
that ran from Detroit to Windsor and
Walkerville. The new sister boats for this ferry
service were the Gem and the Windsor. They
were launched and placed in service on the
Detroit River shuttling between the American
and Canadian shores. These boats were such
a success that they proved inadequate to
handle the traffic and, with the growing commerce on both sides of the river, it was
necessary to add additional boats. In 1859,
the Essex was added, followed by the steamer
Detroit in 1864, and the steamer Hope in
1872. This line was known as “The Detroit
Belle Isle Ferry Co.” Starting with the ferry
boat Victoria in 1872, the company added six
more boats, within, the next twelve years, to
their fleet. These boats were the Fortune,
Sappho, Promise and Pleasure. The steamer
Garland was the first ship on western waters
to have electric lights. Pleasure seekers and
vacationers came to Detroit by every passenger ship and train from all the states in the
Union during the summer months. No one
would think of leaving without riding the
ferry boats that crossed the Detroit River to
Canada and then stopped at Belle Isle. The
island at the junction of the Detroit River and
Lake St. Clair, lives up to its name, “Beautiful.”
Never again will so many have so much
pleasure for so little cost. For ten cents one
could ride all day on the ferry boat of his
choice as these small steam boats made their
way back and forth between the American
and Canadian shores, with a stop at Belle Isle.
No other city in the world could offer the
visitor such a marine picture. Vessels were
continually leaving their docks on both sides
of the river, each hurrying to fulfill her mission.
In the river channel, the long freighters on
their way down the lakes with ore from the
northern ports, would slow their engines long
enough for the government mail boat to glide
along side. A ship’s officer would lower a
bucket tied to a heaving line and the mail
would be hauled aboard, hand over hand. The
freighter’s Captain would ring the engine
room for “full ahead”. The ship’s propeller
would once again thresh the water to foam as
she slowly picked up speed.
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The little mail boat, looking like a water bug
along side of the giant freighter, would scurry
off, circling to keep away from the drag of the
ship’s propeller, dropping astern, then speeding to catch an upbound freighter that had
slowed down to get her mail.
At the pier, where she had been tied up since
early morning, the City of Detroit 111, with her
passengers discharged, was now deserted
with the exception of her crew and the
stevedores trucking freight into her hold.
Smoke was lazily pouring from her stacks.
The deckhands were hosing down her
passenger decks, and folding the deck chairs,
placing them against the sides of the outer
staterooms to be used by the passengers on
the night run to Cleveland. This passenger
ship would leave for Clevelandon her return
trip at 11 P.M. that night. Everything was
quiet aboard, with the coming of darkness,
she would once more come to life. Her decks
would be ablaze with lights andpassengers
would be streaming up her gang plank. Bell
boys would be hurrying to the state rooms
with luggage, and all the excitement that
surrounds a passenger vessel about to leave
her moorings for far away places would be
hers for a few short hours.
The passenger steamer “Tashmoo,” one of the
fastest ships on the Great Lakes, was also
making ready to leave her dock. Black smoke
poured from her funnels, and passengers
hurried aboard.
The Tashmoo, would cross Lake St. Clair then,
entering the St. Clair River, would alternate
her stops between the towns on the Canadian
and American shores.
At the turn of the century there were few
automobiles to compete with the steamboats.
The coming of the passenger river boats
meant much to those whose homes were
along the St. Clair River.
People who lived inland met the local train to
welcome their guests. Those living in Marine
City, Port Lambton, St. Clair and many other
river towns met their friends at the dock.
The Belle Isle ferry landing was located close
to a building that housed a restaurant. One
could watch from the tables situated close to
the windows of this restaurant and the river
was turned into a fairy land of lights as the
little boats made their way to and from
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Detroit to Canada. The big passenger steamer
had left her dock for Cleveland with her decks
ablaze with light. Her whistle let out warning
blasts as she felt her way through the heavy
river traffic to reach the mid stream channel.
A freighter slowed down to await the coming
of the mail boat, her decks too are alight.
The Captain has ordered her coal bunker
lights turned on.The coming of the darkness
adds to the beauty of this marine picture. The
stories this river could tell as she swiftly
flows between the Canadian and American
shores are innumerable. On her waters in
1893, there were anchored two ships that
were duplicates of the tiny vessels that
Christopher Columbus used to find a new
continent. These ships were on their way to
the Chicago Exposition. In 1917, the former
Spanish ship Don Juan, captured by Admiral
Dewey at the battle of Manila, was located in
the Detroit River as a training ship for the
Navy. This same year saw the Michigan
National Guard use the car ferries as transports to the Canadian shore on their first step
to France. Many watched from the river front
for the lumber hookers with their barges in
tow. On their foremast hung lanterns designating the number of barges they were towing.
These small wooden ships, like the schooners
and windjammers have disappeared from the
lakes. Gone are the pigs, (whalebacks) also
the passenger shipswith their side wheels
and walking beams, that would salute each
other as they passed in the darkness in the
middle of Lake Erie. The tugsare gone that
made their homes in great numbers in the
Detroit River. These powerful little boats, that
were all engine, roamed as far as the mouth
of the St. Clair River and Lake Huron to pick
up schooners and tow them to Lake Erie. Is it
any wonder that the Detroit River is called the
“Darddanelles of the New World”. All this
could be seen from the decks of a Belle
Isle ferry boat and it was only “Yesterday.”
In June, 1898, the Belle Island and Windsor
Ferry Co. opened Bob-Lo Island opposite
Amherstburg, Ontario, in the lower Detroit
River. Regular service began with the ferry
steamers, Promise, Garland, and Sappho.
In 1902, the big Columbia was added, then
the steamer Brittania in 1906, the ferry boat St.
Claire in 1922, with the Cadillac in 1928.
These last two boats were on the DetroitWindsor run.
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An independent company operated a ferry
service from the foot of Campau Street in
Walkerville, Canada, after 1881. They had the
steamers Ariel and Essex in 1913, the Wayne
in 1923 and the Halcyon, in 1926.
With the building of the Ambassador Bridge
and tunnel under the Detroit River in the late
1920’s the end of the ferry service was in
sight. The ferry service companies went out of
business in 1938. Man in his quest for speed
and what is called progress, destroys that
which he cannever replace. Where today will
one find the pleasure of all that was picturesque, and that priceless attribute, the restfulness of spirit, that was possible on the
deck of a Detroit Belle Isle Ferry Boat.
(Parsons, pp. 13-20)

Summary
Early settlers shared culture, resources and
even families both along and across the
Detroit River shores. Even with these ties,
unique settings also developed: historic
Amherstburg, the French community in
LaSalle, and stately Walkerville to name a few.
However, earlier generations also left a legacy
shared by all communities including heritage
buildings and waterfront parks that are still
being developed today. The river islands
share common histories in providing
resources for native people and settlers,
scenes for military battles, and recreation
opportunities for Detroit River residents.
Songs and stories passed down from
generation to generation give a colourful
glimpse into lives of early residents.
Literature, such as John Richardson’s 1842
novel “War of 1812” and art, such as Dr.
Edward Walsh’s “View of Detroit...from the
Huron Church” in 1804 (pg.12) provide clearer
views of life along the river in previous
centuries. These works illustrate the distinct
nature of each culture that settled along the
river, and yet, demonstrate the shared
heritage of peoples who came together to
take advantage of the Detroit River, and all of
the opportunities it offered.
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Recreational Values
Summary
The tremendous diversity of recreation along the Detroit River and its tributaries today is
based solidly in its past. The same factors that made the area an excellent locale for
settlement and commerce, have also made the region a great place to relax and to play,
moderate climate, strategic location, easy access to virtually unlimited water resources and
abundant wildlife.
The region’s southern location and proximity to large bodies of water create a moderate
micro climate unique within Canada. No other region in the country is more biologically
diverse. The Carolinian woodlands, lush marshes and other natural settings along the river
and upstream on its tributaries are treasured by birders, naturalists and sportsmen.
Boating also benefits from the region’s climate and location. The season is long: May through
October at least and even longer for heartier types. Power boats, sail boats, canoes and
kayaks abound. In addition to its own waters, the Detroit River also provides quick access to
Lake St. Clair, Lake Erie and the entire Great Lakes system. Commercial shipping even has a
recreational role as river front park users and passers by enjoy the constant parade of ocean
going and lake freighters that ply the world’s busiest international waterway.
Historic forts established because of the strategic importance of the Detroit River now welcome
visitors for more peaceful pursuits again underlining how the recreational opportunities that
the river offers today are closely linked to its rich and fascinating history.
The recreational value of the River and its importance to local residents is reflected in the
many waterfront parks on both the Canadian and American shore as well as in the river itself
in the form of several island parks. The beauty of the river front makes these same parks
prime locales for many of the region’s annual festivals. Trails, benches, open areas, events,
gardens, and even works of art make the Detroit River waterfront a place with recreational
appeal for almost every segment of the population.

Methodology
A number of committees assisted in developing this document. The Recreational Values
Subcommittee was formed and included representatives of the Essex Region Conservation
Authority, Parks and Recreation Departments of the City of Windsor, Town of LaSalle and the
City of Detroit, the Michigan Downriver Communities, and representatives from the Ministry of
Citizenship, Culture and Recreation. Throughout the process, interested and knowledgeable
members of the community as well as groups and organizations with a stake in recreation on
the Detroit River contributed valuable information.
An initial review of literature produced several distinct themes as focal points for examining
recreation along the river. These themes are not only identified by recreationists but also
recognized by municipal governments in their planning and policy documents, the Essex
Region Conservation Authority in the management of its conservation lands, regulations
program and restoration projects on public and private lands, as well as by other public
landowners along the river. (Appendix 15)
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Chapter Twelve

clubhouse. Today, there are more than 70 private,
corporate, and industrial marinas and boat
launches on the U.S. side, providing 7,200 wells.

Boating
The most significant form of recreation on the
Detroit River is boating. Boats have been used on
the river since the early Aboriginal people plied
its waters by canoe. Its travelers today use
recreational watercraft along its lengths, and on
its tributaries, in numbers unmatched elsewhere
in North America. If anything, recreational boating
of all kinds, including canoeing and kayaking
continues to increase in popularity

Recreational Boating/Sailing
The Detroit River area has the largest number of
recreational watercraft per capita in North America.
There are more than 23 private and public marinas
along the Canadian side of the Detroit River, 13
in LaSalle alone. This provides significant economic
benefit to the region; in 1981, boat owners in
Michigan spent more than one billion in related
activities including accommodations, equipment,
and other associated expenses. In addition, more
than $40 million was spent by out-of-state boat
owners. Estimates in 1985 indicate an increase
of nearly 130,000 registered boat owners since
1977 in Michigan.
Recreational boating on the Detroit River is well
established due to the easy access to large water
bodies, relatively good water quality and the
regional population of more than five million.
There are more registered boats in Michigan
than any other state in the United States, and
more registered boats in this region than anywhere
else in the Great Lakes System. More than 30%
of the more than 875,000 boats in the state are
registered in Greater Detroit.
On the Canadian side, eight of 23 marinas are
open year round. Together, the 23 marinas
provide over 3,700 seasonal and transient wells
to accommodate local and visiting powerboats
and sailboats up to 100 feet. Most marinas are
equipped with gas and diesel, and maintain
restaurants, snack bars, and marina supply stores.
A number of sailing and yacht clubs have also
been developed. The clubs provide docking,
seasonal and transient wells, instruction and
local regattas centered on the river.
The American side of the River also has a long
history of recreational boating. Founded shortly
after the Civil War, the Detroit Yacht Club (DYC)
on Belle Isle, is the largest yacht club in North
America with 350 boat wells and a restored
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There are more than five designated municipal
and private boat launches along the Canadian
side including the City of Windsor and Town of
Amherstburg. These boat launches provide
access for all personal watercraft including
canoes, sculls, jet skis, and sail boards. Beaches
and informal launches provide additional launch
sites for canoes, and personal watercraft. Detroit
and the down river communities of Wyandotte,
Ecorse, Gibraltar, and Riverview maintain public
boat launches from April to October. In 1997,
for example, more than 8,200 boaters launched
directly into the Detroit River at the City of
Wyandotte boat launch alone.
Crystal Bay, in the Detroit River, is the weekend
home for many boaters and one of the most
popular anchorage spots in the Great Lakes. It
was formed from material removed while dredging
to deepen and widen the Amherstburg and
Livingstone channels – part of the Great LakesSt. Lawrence Seaway. Many boaters claim Crystal
Bay as their homeport, as does the informal
Crystal Bay Yacht Club. On most summer
weekends, hundreds of boats and personal
watercraft can be seen in the bay.
There is an enclosed area along the north east
end of Crystal Bay known as Hidden Lake.
Originally an enclosed lake fed by underground
streams passing through the limestone, its water
quality is extremely good. It was a popular spot
for the few swimmers and scuba divers who
knew about it. Its popularity led people to
remove loose stones from the dykes in order to
make it accessible by boat from Crystal Bay.
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White Sands, a sand spit on the southern tip of
Bob-Lo Island, is a Canadian Coast Guard property that provides important navigational aid within
the channel. Its wide white sandy beaches have
also been a popular spot for boaters. White
Sands is now managed as a Conservation Area
by ERCA in partnership with the Bois Blanc Island
Community and the Canadian Coast Guard. The
northern portion of the property is also
archaeologically significant. A blockhouse dating
back to the War of 1812, still stands and is owned
by Parks Canada along with a historically
significant lighthouse.

Canoeing and Kayaking
Since Aboriginal settlers first made their homes
along its banks, the canoe has been a common
site on the Detroit River. Canoe travel has since
evolved into a recreational pastime and today,
along with kayaking is a growing in popularity.
Communities on both sides of the river provide
access for canoeing and kayaking.
Local paddlers meet three or four times each
week during the summer months to canoe or
kayak the Detroit River, especially in the waters
around Pêche Island and Crystal Bay. Canoeing
and kayaking lessons are offered at several
locations in the region.

Rowing
The Detroit River is home to the oldest rowing
club in continuous existence in the world, the
Detroit Boat Club on Belle Isle, founded shortly
after the Civil War. In fact, rowing clubs have
used the Detroit River since 1875 and clubs in
LaSalle, Wyandotte, Ecorse and Detroit still use it
today. The Wyandotte Boat Club, also organized
in 1875, has a great heritage, having hosted
National Championships in 1892, 1928, and 1943.
Membership in rowing clubs is growing in both
countries.

Cruising
In the early 1900’s, families often rented boats
for excursions on the river, to the islands, to
Detroit, or simply for fishing. This practice
continued until the early 1920’s when rumrunning
began to dominate the river. The Detroit River
also became very well known in the early 1900’s
for shipbuilding. The steamer ships became a
regular site along the Detroit River and carried
more than 1,000 passengers on formal, glitzy
cruises complete with orchestras, and dancing.
They carried some 12 million people during the
first part of this century. Cruise ship races were
also held on the Detroit River and Lake Erie. A
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famous race in the 1870’s between the
Tashmoo and the City of Erie featured a $1,000
prize to the winner, and more than one million
in side bets. It was the last formal race along
the river and set new speed records for the Great
Lakes at the time.
Today, the Aurora Borealis sets sail from
Dieppe Gardens at the foot of Ouellette Avenue in
Windsor and offers passengers sightseeing,
meals, music, and historic interpretation. The
boat also hosts many memorable banquets, wedding ceremonies, receptions, meetings and parties. It can accommodate 180 passengers on
each trip and is a popular way to explore the
Detroit River and the continuation of a longstanding River tradition.
On the American side, the Diamond Jack, a
restored Mackinac Island Ferry, the Diamond
Bell, and the Diamond Queen have operated on
the Detroit River since 1991. The two-hour
cruises present highlights of the Detroit and
Windsor skylines, along with historical anecdotes
about both cities. Each of the boats holds 250
passengers, and are primarily used for group
tours, school groups and private charters.

Boat Restoration
The Gordon House, overlooking the Detroit River
in Amherstburg, is the oldest building constructed
in Amherstburg. It is now fully restored and
houses a Marine Exhibit illustrating the town’s
naval history. It is also home to the H.M.S
Detroit Project, whose goal is to build and
maintain a full-size sailing replica of His
Majesty’s Ship “Detroit.”
The “Detroit ” was the last warship built in
Amherstburg’s naval shipyard in 1812. Launched
in July 1813, it was the command ship in the
squadron that met American forces in the ill-fated
Battle of Lake Erie in September of that year.
This floating museum will be situated at the
King’s Navy Yard Park and will interpret the history
of the ship, the importance of ship building to
the town, and life in Amherstburg during the War
of 1812.
On the American side, the Columbia, is a
historically significant boat, the older of two
such boats that for many years provided ferry
service to Boblo Island amusement park and were
synonymous with the Detroit River. The
Columbia was designed by Detroit’s Frank E.
Kirby, who designed many famous side-wheelers
and excursion boats. Built in Wyandotte and
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Detroit in 1902, its been designated a National
Historic Landmark, the highest status the United
States government gives to historic resources.
Since the fall of 1991, Columbia has been idle,
her condition slowly declining. The Steamer
Columbia Foundation, a non-profit museum
organization, has acquired the boat and intends
to restore it and provide cruises along the river
complete with jazz and big bands in its
mahogany and oak paneled, gold gilded halls.

restore and reconstruct some of the river’s
most famous crafts. There is every reason to
believe that boating on the Detroit River will
continue to provide extensive, high quality
recreational opportunities to residents and
visitors alike, while contributing significantly
to the economies of all its river front
communities.

Columbia’s original machinery, which survives
almost intact and is operational, is now very rare.
When it returns to service, it will be the last
classic excursion steamer in service in the United
States and the last operating ship of its type in
the world.
The Foundation, with help from the National
Trust for Historic Preservation, has set a goal of
complete restoration of the Columbia by
Detroit’s 300th birthday in the year 2001. The
boat’s centennial will be in 2002.

Hydroplane Races and Festival
Belle Isle and other parks on the American side
of the River have traditionally been the best
vantage points for watching the Spirit of Detroit
Hydroplane Races that take place on the first
weekend in June. Hydroplane racing became an
annual tradition, after designer Chris Smith of
“Chris Craft” fame, built a Detroit-based boat
that would crack the 60 miles-per-hour speed
barrier which captured the prestigious Gold Cup
in 1915. As the speeds increased, so did the
crowds, and hydroplane racing became a major
event. These races annually attract more than
600,000
spectators who now watch the giant roostertail
wakes of jet powered hydroplanes thundering
down the Detroit River at speeds well in excess
of 100 miles per hour.
Summary
The Detroit River has developed a reputation
as the premier boating river in North America.
It is home to more registered boats than anywhere else in the entire Great Lakes Basin. It
has a long and proud tradition of recreational
boating that dates back to the nineteenth
century. Today more than 30 public and
private marinas on both its shores provide
thousands of boat slips. The
number of personal watercraft users,
canoeists and kayakers continues to increase.
Recognition of the cultural significance and
grandeur of boating is evidenced by efforts
both in Canada and in the United States to
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Thirteen
Fishing and Hunting
In the early life of Upper Canada, fish, as a
resource was most important. Moreover, the
Essex region, bordered by water on three sides,
developed this resource into a major industry.
Because of the southern location of the Detroit
River, fishing was an all season activity which
included early, and late season fishing, ice fishing,
and even night fishing using lanterns to attract
the fish.
It is likely that there was an abundance of all
native species in the streams, rivers, and bordering
lakes of the Detroit River. Archaeological evidence
provides a record, through faunal remains, of
several species exploited seasonally including
sturgeon, fresh water drum, walleye, perch, bass,
sucker species and channel catfish. These fish
are still found today in the river, and are fished
regularly. The abundance of fish and birds along
the Detroit River was a critical factor in determining
early settlement patterns of the area. (see Human
Heritage)
Increased hunting and fishing pressure from
European settlers resulted in the need for
regulations to maintain the quantity of fish and
bird populations and guarantee a future for
fishing and hunting along the River. The Detroit
River was once home to productive American
and Canadian commercial fisheries. Commercial
fishing, primarily for walleye and yellow perch,
first developed in the river in the early 1800’s.
By the 1870’s, a catch of 10 major native species
in the St. Clair-Detroit River system was recorded
annually and in 1900, catches of carp, a nonnative species introduced into the Great Lakes in
the 1880’s was added to the record. These
records show that the catches of lake sturgeon,
lake
herring, lake whitefish, smallmouth bass, yellow
perch, and walleye were highest in the late 1800’s.
Smallmouth bass, lake herring, and lake whitefish
disappeared from the catch by 1910, 1930, and
1950 respectively, while lake sturgeon, yellow
perch, and walleye continued to contribute
significantly to the fishery through the 1960’s.
The Michigan fishery was closed in 1909 to
promote sport fishing. The Ontario commercial
fishery was closed in 1970 when high levels of
mercury were discovered in Lake St. Clair fish. A
fishery for selected species was reopened in Lake
St. Clair in 1980, but not in the Detroit River,
which had become a very popular recreational
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

fishing area. Industrialization and an expanded,
improved agricultural landscape reduced the
reliance on fish and birds as sources of food,
and as a result fishing and hunting became
significant recreation pursuits along the river.
The Detroit River system now provides diverse
habitats for a wide variety of fish and birds (see
Natural Heritage). In fact, the River supports in
excess of three million waterfowl including
mallards, blue-wing teal, wood ducks, black
tucks, pin tails, scaup, canvasback, and redheads
and a suitable habitat for island nesting, colonial
birds, and rare and endangered species. The
rivers and marshes are home to significant
spawning and fishing grounds for bass, walleye,
perch, and sturgeon throughout the year. The
diversity and quantity of fish and bird life have
made the River a year round centre of activity for
anglers and hunters.

Fishing
Fishing is an extremely popular recreation activity
throughout Ontario and the Great Lakes system
and the Detroit River is no exception. It is quite
common to see anglers at any of the bridges at
the mouths of tributaries or along the fishing
platforms, piers, docks, and marinas in Windsor,
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Detroit, LaSalle and Amherstburg. Public access
to fishing in all of the communities along the
river on both sides, coupled with the climate,
diversity and numbers of fish found in the river,
easily make the Detroit River one of the best
urban fishing opportunities in North America.
City piers, docks, waterfronts, and bridges have
been designed to accommodate fishing and at
most times of the year are packed with anglers.
The Detroit River is best known for its excellent
walleye fishery that is particularly productive in
the spring. Upriver structures near Pêche Island,
St. Rose Bay, and Hiram Walkers hold loads of
walleye as do mid-river structural elements located
out from Windsor Salt, the U.S. Steel plant on the
American side and Fighting Island. Walleye fishing
takes place upriver near shore and island
environments. In the lower river, fishing tends
to focus on white bass, northern pike, and other
species in the main channels near Stony and Bois
Blanc Island. Large catches of white bass are
taken east of Grosse Ile, west of Stoney Island,
and adjacent to Sugar Island. The River provides
important habitat for fish and migratory waterfowl.
Ten million walleye migrate each year searching
for spawning beds. Yellow perch, white bass,
and lake sturgeon also spawn in the Detroit
River.
The river has been used for recreational fishing
since before the turn of the century; but there
are few records of the early fishery. The first
creel census conducted by the Michigan
Department of Natural Resources in 1943
revealed that an average of 319,000 angler-days
with about 698,000 fish were caught during the
season, not including ice fishing. Subsequent
surveys in 1971-77 included ice fishing and
showed that the average annual fishing effort
had increased to 1.5 million angler days and
more than 8,300,000 fish caught annually. In
1983-85, an extensive Michigan based survey of
the recreational fishery of the Detroit River
revealed angler hours and catch each of more
than 1.4 million which, although fewer hours
than Lake St. Clair recreational fishing, produced
more catches. In total, the Detroit River – Lake
St. Clair system generated in excess of $10 million
annually through recreational fishing.
The last creel census for the Detroit River was
undertaken from June to August of 1992. In
total, there were more than 63,000 rod hours
with 58% of the anglers being Ontario residents.
In total, there was more than 36,000 fish caught,
predominantly walleye, white bass, yellow perch,
rock bass, smallmouth bass, and yellow perch.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Hunting
Michigan has a long tradition of quality duck
hunting, as evidenced by the popularity of duck
shooting clubs as early as the mid-1800’s. The
lower Detroit River from the northern end of
Grosse Ile to the open waters of Lake Erie serves
as an important resting and feeding ground for
migrant diving ducks. Before 1960, great rafts
of canvasback, redhead, scaup, and other divers
fed intensively on wild celery and other aquatic
vegetation in a zone that stretched from
Gibraltar and the southern tip of Gross Ile to the
Detroit River Lighthouse, which is located at the
southern end of Livingstone Channel.
A high proportion of the waterfowl taken annually
in Michigan comes from the St. Clair – Detroit
River system because the waterfowl congregate
there. In the 1941 waterfowl hunting season, an
estimated 4,800 hunters harvested a total of
44,500 ducks in the lower Detroit River and
adjacent Lake Erie. Hunting of waterfowl in
Michigan during the October to November hunting
season continues to be an important recreational
activity. The decline in the annual harvest of
waterfowl in the Detroit River may reflect
population declines and changing hunting
regulations, but also the quality and quantity of
feeding and resting habitat in the lower Detroit
River.
In 1977, Michigan’s waterfowl hunters contributed
more than $15,000,000 to the state economy.
In terms of the harvest, waterfowl hunting
generates $37.79 per bird. Lastly, the meat
from harvested waterfowl continues to be
important because many families, particularly in
rural areas, supplement their diet with wild game.
Managed waterfowl hunting at Point Mouille,
Michigan was started in 1945 but was terminated
in 1972. Much of the marsh was destroyed
when a natural protective barrier gradually eroded
due to wind and wave action and the high water
levels of Lake Erie. Limited managed waterfowl
hunting was initiated again in 1978 in a portion
of a 365-acre dyked marsh. The remainder of the
area is now open to hunting under the state’s
general seasons and regulations.
There are a number of private hunting clubs on
the Canadian side of the Detroit River, primarily
in the Turkey Creek, Canard, and Big Creek
Marshes, who ensure protection and long-term
management of the provincially significant
wetlands and provide access to hunters from
around North America. Holiday Beach Conservation
Area and Big Creek Conservation Area provide
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30 hunting blinds that are heavily used during
the duck-hunting season from September to
December. Each year, more than 850 hunters
hunt at these blinds, the only public duck hunting
sites in the Detroit River watershed, and some of
the only public hunting opportunities in the Essex
region.
With the depletion of suitable habitat, settlement,
and deforestation, the number of wildlife species
has diminished. Currently, many of the hunting
and trapping opportunities along the Detroit
River exist within the woodlots and ravines of
privately owned land that provides satisfying
hunting experiences for residents of the Detroit
River watersheds.
Recently, the Ministry of Natural Resources has
re-introduced wild turkey within the former
Malden Township (now Amherstburg). The wild
turkey was over hunted historically, and its habitat
was diminished regionally. This project is also
supported by the local Ontario Federation of
Anglers and Hunters.
Sportsmen’s clubs in Windsor have memberships
of more than 3,000 people, encouraging responsible
hunting practices along the Detroit River and
supporting conservation, and preservation of
natural lands and habitats.
The Riverside Sportsman Club was established
more than 50 years ago and now has over 850
members. They participate in habitat restoration,
and species re-introduction programs through
memberships and fund raising. The Windsor
Sportsman Club has been around for more than
75 years. They have over 1,000 members who hunt
throughout Ontario and are becoming increasingly
involved with species re-introduction programs,
including the wild turkey in the Essex region.
Summary
Fishing and hunting have always been
popular pursuits along the Detroit River,
pursuits that began as a necessity when the
area was first settled and today still thrive as
a popular form of recreation. There are also
a number of important projects under way in
the Detroit River watersheds for species
re-introduction, habitat protection and
improvement. These efforts will help ensure
long term conservation of the natural
resources on both public and private lands
that form the basis for quality fishing and
hunting opportunities.
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Chapter Fourteen
Parklands
A review of the history of planning along the
Detroit River shows the continuing commitment
of the river front communities to provide public
open space, recreation and compatible uses on
the waterfront.
The heritage and cultural values of the Detroit
River communities draw tourists to the waterfront
to explore local heritage. The region’s development
patterns and economic development were based
on water, primarily the Detroit River – a history
that is reflected today in the community parks.
For example, natives used the sandy beaches
along the Detroit River as launching sites to
cross to Pêche Island to arrange meetings, battles,
and for fishing and hunting. The Detroit River
also provided power for mills and settlements,
which is reflected in the Mill Street Park, where a
Ambassador Park

60 foot windmill was built to represent the
wind-powered mill that once stood on the shore
of the Detroit River. Amherstburg, once known
as Fort Amherstburg, was an important British
boat building site that is reflected in the design
and focus of King’s Navy Yard Park in the Town.
Windsor was the terminus of the Great Western
Railway that was instrumental in the growth of
Windsor. In 1854, lands first purchased by Great
Western Railway were used as important transfer
points to move cargo from rail to barge in the
Chicago-New York connection. These 1.9
kilometres of historic lands have been purchased
by the City and will become part of the river
front park system.
The communities along the Detroit River provide
excellent public access to the many parks and
open spaces recognized by the towns and cities.
These lands are popular with joggers, walkers,
cyclists, and fishermen for much of the year and
they offer spectacular views of the Detroit River,
urban skylines, shipping and natural features.
Because of their prominent location, accessibility,
visibility, and diversity, the waterfront parks
attract local and regional visitors, and has
potential appeal to international markets.

Parklands
The City of Windsor has been acquiring river
front parkland since 1947 in order to create a
system of linked open spaces along the Detroit
River. It has at times been a costly and difficult
endeavour. However, several consecutive Windsor
City councils have continued to support public

Ambassador Bridge from Mckee Park
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acquisition of river front lands. In total, the City
of Windsor has over 130 acres (50 hectares) of
river front parkland and trails and many more
hectares elsewhere within the Detroit River
watershed. In total, the river front parks provide
over 20,000 feet (6.16 kilometres or 3.83 miles)
of river front parkland.
City of Windsor River front Parkland
» Stop 26
» Sandpoint Beach
» Ganatchio Park
» Lakeview Marina
» East Riverview Park
» Ganatchio Trail
» Pêche Island Landing (City of Windsor)
» Pêche Island and Mainland Properties (MNR)
» Westchester Park and Garden Plots
» St. Paul Pumping Station
» Riverside Kiwanis Park
» Bridges Bay
» St. Rose Beach
» Reaume/Coventry Gardens
» Former C.N River front Lands
» Great Western Park
» Piazza Udine
» Dieppe Park
» Caron Avenue Park and Pumping Station
» Centennial Park
» Former C.P. Rail Lands
» Assumption Park

»
»
»
»
»
»

Ambassador Park
McKee park
Mill Street Park
Brock Park
Mackenzie Hall Park
Black Oak Heritage Park

The Town of LaSalle, south of Windsor, developed
a Culture and Recreation Master Plan in 1995,
that identified new initiatives and focus for its
program for parks and open space planning,
and recreational resource planning. The Plan, a
precursor to the Town of LaSalle Official Plan in
1997/98 identified the need for development of
an open space system by considering enlargement
and acquisition of parkland, linear parks system
development, natural lands, and public access to
the Detroit River. The Town’s current system of
parks includes both town, and other agency
owned and managed lands within the Detroit
River watershed.
Town of LaSalle River front Parks
» G. Craig Park (ERCA/LaSalle)
» Gil Maure Park
» L.Y.C Park
» Centennial Arena
» Marentette Marsh
» Sabadash Marsh (ERCA)
» LaSalle Woodlot

Assumption Park
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Amherstburg, on the banks of the Detroit River,
is one of the oldest towns in all of Canada. In
1796, when the town was called Fort Amherstburg,
the Americans took over the British garrison at
Detroit. Reclaimed by the British, the town later
became known as Fort Malden, and gained
importance as the site of a shipyard where many
British warships were built. This heritage is
reflected in the design and location of King’s
Navy Yard Park. In the early 1800’s the town also
became a gateway to freedom for thousands of
blacks serving for many as the final stop on the
”Underground Railway.” The King’s Navy Yard
Park, Fort Malden, the North American Black
Historical Museum and other historic sites in
Amherstburg underline the role the Detroit River
plays in the town’s rich history. The town water
front is a popular destination for visitors from
around the Essex region and the United States.
Town of Amherstburg River front Parks
» Fort Malden
» K. Walter Ranta Marina and Park
» White Sands Conservation Area (Coast Guard)
Bois Blanc Island (Bob-Lo), originally a Jesuit
mission, is perhaps better known for its use as
an amusement park beginning in 1898. It
maintained the world’s largest merry go round
and Canada’s largest dance hall during its peak.
The amusement park grew to 272 acres with
32 rides, and a large marina for private boaters.
It became a popular destination for visitors from
around the world with annual attendance
approaching one million in the 1980’s. A tower
with a revolving top was a popular tourist
attraction on the island that afforded wonderful
views of the communities and landscapes of the
Detroit River and the Western Lake Erie basin.
Bob-Lo, now being developed as the Bois Blanc
Island Community includes many features that
respect the significance of the Detroit River and
the natural environment, including a marina,
shoreline enhancements, wetlands, and tree and
woodland evaluations. The island community
will soon have a golf course. The tower still
stands on the island and in future may be used
for viewing and interpretation.
The resources of the river are diverse on the
American side. Ranging from Grosse Isle and
the down river communities, Historic Fort Wayne
and the industrial waterfront to the downtown
waterfront. Recent development of venues for
public access include Chene Park, St. Albien’s
Marina and Rivertown. The “jewel” of the corridor
remains Belle Isle, one of the area’s most
significant and frequented public open spaces,
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

supporting many forms of passive and active
recreation. The river and its natural resources
have enjoyed increased use and attention in recent
years. Increased public access, green space, and
the conservation and development of its diverse
resources bode well for its future. Detroit parks
along the river front total more than 360 acres
and cover more than 40,000 feet of shoreline,
excluding the 980 acre Belle Isle which provides
an additional 7.5 miles of shoreline.
City of Detroit River front Parks
» Fort Wayne
» Detroit River Walk
» St. Aubin Park and Marina
» Chene Park
» Gabriel Richard Park
» Mount Elliot Park
» Riverside Park
» Owen Park
» Memorial Park Marina
» Stockton Park
» Bill Moncey Park
» Engel Park
» Vaughn Reid Memorial Park and Boat Launch
» Grayhaven Marina
» Maheras playfield
» Handicapped Center and A.B. Ford Park
» River front-Lakewood East-Lighthouse
Center
» Mariners Park Site
Belle Isle, at 982 acres, and 2.8 miles long, is the
largest island park within any city in North
America. Local legend suggests it was purchased
in 1768 for a total of eight barrels of rum, three
rolls of tobacco, three pounds of vermillion,
three pounds of paint, and a belt of wampum. It
was later acquired by the City of Detroit in 1879
from Barnabus Campau for $200,000. In August
1881, Frederick Law Olmstead, the “father of
landscape architecture in North America” was
commissioned to design the island around a
central avenue, and a meandering canal and lake
system typical of Olmstead designs. In an average
year, more than 10 million people now visit the
site including more than 100,000 visitors on
major summer holiday weekends. Belle Isle
offers a variety of facilities, including the Anna
Scripts Whitcomb Conservatory designed by
Albert Kahn. Kahn also designed the lighthouse
on the island and was responsible for a number
of Detroit buildings which grace the skyline.
Belle Isle also has the oldest public freshwater
aquarium, the Belle Isle Aquarium. The island
also has the Belle Isle Nature Center, Dossin
Great Lakes Museum, and Belle Isle Zoo which
houses 12 nationally endangered U.S. species.
Page 108

Recreational Values

The 162 acre Slocum’s Island (Elizabeth Park)
includes what is now the Wayne County Park,
boat ramp and marina. This area was originally
surrounded by a marsh, and was known as
Slocum’s Island until 1919 when it was given to
the county and renamed Elizabeth Park.
Down-river River Front Parks
» Elizabeth Park (Trenton)
» Mayor Ellis Park (Riverview)
» South Waterfront Park (Wyandotte)
» John D. Dingle Park (Ecorse)
» Belanger Park (River Rouge)
» Grosse Ile Parks

Municipal Planning Support
Consistently supported by independent planning
consultants and public opinion, the City of Windsor
has worked since 1947 to acquire and create
waterfront access, rejected incompatible
development on the waterfront, created opportunities
for complimentary development on adjacent lands,
and has publicly affirmed these principles in
numerous Council resolutions. The many
planning studies along the river have concluded
that the lands north of Riverside Drive, Sandwich
Street and Highway 18 are to meet the highest
best use. Council has recognized the need to balance
industrial and residential development uses with
the public interest and support for recreational
open space.
In April, 1994, the Town of LaSalle embarked on
a comprehensive review of parks, open space,
leisure facilities, programs/events, and related
services to examine what is in the community, and
identify the groups and agencies involved. The
result of this process was a clear, ten year plan
Catails

to guide and maximize the investment to provide
the best possible recreation and arts opportunities.
In its Master Plan, LaSalle recognized the
importance of Environmentally Significant Areas
(ESA’s), Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest
(ANSI’s), class wetlands, woodlots, natural
watercourses and drains and the river front in
developing an aggressive, ambitious plan for its
open space system. The Town has recognized
the importance of open space in its recently
completed Official Plan which adopts policies
and recommendations to meet the objectives of
the Culture and Recreation Master Plan. The
resultant community will include a network of
linked corridors, improved access to public parks
and to the river, newly acquired lands of natural
and human heritage significance, and improved
access between built-up communities and their
natural landscapes through trails, community
and neighbourhood groups.
The new Town of Amherstburg brings together
the townships of Anderdon and Malden and their
parks and waterfronts. These lands were
considered in a report which was developed as
part of the transition process, and will be reflected
in plans for the new municipality.
Visitors to the City of Detroit who look across
the river to Windsor and see the green river front
park system will soon have a new riverwalk
greenway to provide access from river front
communities to the Detroit River, and ultimately
connect the lands from Belle Isle to the
Ambassador Bridge. This link will tie together
several existing parks and access agreements
through corporate downtown redevelopment,
easements, development agreements and link to
greenways in the down river communities including
Trenton and Wyandotte.

Other Recreation
Camping
Although not within the Detroit River watershed,
Holiday Beach Conservation Area, located where
the Detroit River empties into Lake Erie, remains
an important natural linkage to areas within the
Detroit River watersheds; and recreational
opportunities based on this natural resource.
Holiday Beach was established as a Provincial
Park in 1958 to accommodate camping and day
use activities. It has been managed by ERCA
since 1989 and provides more than 100 seasonal
and day use camping sites, as well as a children’s
play area, camp store, and shower and laundry
facilities. The Conservation Area is noted as one
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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of the premier fall birding sites in North America.
Each autumn more than 100,000 hawks, eagles,
falcons and other birds of prey or “raptors” pass
directly overhead before crossing the Detroit
River on their long flight south. The Essex
County Demonstration Farm is also located in the
Conservation Area and illustrates how agriculture
and the natural environment can work hand in
hand.
Jelly Stone Camp Resort, Windsor KOA and
Wildwood Golf and RV Resort are also favoured
private parks that offer camping experiences
upstream in the Canard River watershed.
Public Campgrounds
» Holiday Beach Conservation Area
» Private Campgrounds
» Jellystone Camp Resort
» Wildwood Golf and RV Resort
» Windsor KOA
» Gestwood Retreat and Camp Center
» Girl Guides of Canada – Camp Briarswood

Golf
Flooding and associated regulations limit the
type of development that can take place in or
near low-lying areas in order to protect people
and property. Golf courses take advantage of
these landscapes and the availability of irrigation
from local watercourses that drain into the
Detroit River.
The Essex Golf and Country Club is regarded as
one of Canada’s finest golf courses and has been
recognized as one of the world’s top 100 courses.
The club was founded in 1902 under the name
Oak Ridge Golf Club. Designed by the legendary
golf course architect, Donald Ross, Essex has
played host to the Ontario Open in 1949 and
1953, the Ontario Seniors Open in 1967 and the
RCGA Seniors in 1993. However, the event that
established Essex as one of the outstanding
courses in Canada was the 1976 Canadian Open
won by Jerry Pate during his rookie year on the
PGA Tour. In 1998, it hosted the du Maurier
Classic, part of the very popular LPGA tour.
In total, there are 27 golf courses in the Detroit
River watersheds, and a number of driving ranges;
several of which are on the shores of the Detroit
River. There are also a number of community
parks along the river and within the watershed
which provide facilities for tennis, baseball,
soccer, and football.

is centered primarily at
Sandpoint/Ganatchio/Stop 26 beach area in the
City of Windsor; as well as Pêche Island
Provincial Park, Holiday Beach Conservation Area,
and White Sands Conservation Area. Several
private beaches also offer swimming.

Diving
The Detroit River contains a great deal of history
on its riverbed, including at least one old schooner
wreck west of Hiram Walker, and many remnants
of the prohibition era. This region provides the
longest and warmest diving season, in Canada.
Divers spend most of their time searching and
scrounging for artifacts dating back to the
1800’s. Most have found old bottles, although
large anchors and railway cars have also been
uncovered in the river.
River diving is concentrated in two zones: the
Windsor river front itself and wider stretches
along the Amherstburg shoreline. These are very
historic areas with relics dating from the War of
1812 through Prohibition. In 1998 a cannon
from the “Seven Years War” was dredged up off
of Windsor during the recovery of a crashed
helicopter. The most common sites for diving
access to the river are in Windsor at Ambassador
Park, Mill Street Park, Assumption Park, and at
Hiram Walkers.
Crystal Bay, near Amherstburg, offers divers
clear waters and abundant fish and wildlife at
the end of Hidden Lake. Divers also use the area
near the south tip of Bob-Lo island.
Diving is growing in popularity within the region,
especially in the western basin of Lake Erie where
there is a plethora of shipwrecks. As the sport
continues to expand divers are also beginning to
explore the waters of the Detroit River.

Winter Sports
Although the Detroit River is the most southern
river in Canada, when snowfall permits, it becomes
a very active winter recreation area. The Ojibway
Prairie Complex, Holiday Beach Conservation
Area, Devonwood Conservation Area, and the
Ganatchio Trail are frequently visited areas for
cross country skiing.
Many people fish in the river during the winter
months as well. Fishing shanties dot portions of
the river when it freezes.

Swimming
Today, because of hardened shorelines, swimming
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Summary
The City of Windsor and the Towns of LaSalle
and Amherstburg along with the City of
Detroit and the down river communities
recognize the importance of the Detroit River
to residents and visitors. The many waterfront parks reflect and protect human heritage;
provide access for fishing, boating, viewing
and other forms of recreation. They play host
to festivals and events and provide public
amenities. Camping within the Detroit River
watershed provides opportunities for escape.
Divers are exploring the river in increasing
numbers via its waterfront parks. river front
parks continue to be a vital, and certainly one
of the most significant components of public
recreation within the region as a whole.
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Carolinian Canada Woodlot
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Chapter Fifteen
Trails and Corridors
The Chrysler Canada Greenway is a 44 kilometre,
237 acre corridor from Windsor to Ruthven. The
former rail line passes through parts of the Little
River and Canard River watersheds. It connects
25 otherwise separate natural areas, including
Carolinian Canada Sites, Areas of Natural and
Scientific Interest, Environmentally Significant
Areas, and a number of rivers, streams, and drains.
Now a part of the Trans Canada Trail, it links
several communities and the predominantly
agricultural landscape. It provides hiking, biking,
jogging, and cross-country skiing.
The Ganatchio Trail was built as part of the
National Participation Movement in 1983.
Ganatchio was the native name for Lake St. Clair.
It was the first major bike/walk path in Windsor
and was built on the abandoned streetcar corridor
which linked the Town of Tecumseh with the
city. The trail is 8 kilometres long and provides
walking, biking, jogging, and roller blading
along the Detroit River and the 200 acre Little
River Corridor and Carolinian Centennial Forest.
It also takes the form of a mixed use path on
residential streets.
From the base of the Ambassador Bridge, the
Assumption/Centennial Trail extends east for
1.75 kilometres along the riverfront and will be
extended in the future to connect Dieppe Gardens
and the former C.N. lands for a total length of
5 kilometres. The 1.75 kilometres is divided
into two paths, one for cyclists/rollerbladers and
the other, a riverfront promenade, is for strollers
and walkers. Numerous sculptures are located
along the pathway as part of the Windsor
Sculpture Garden. Windsor’s chain of riverfront
parks are ocean-going vessels. There are numerous
memorials located within this chain of parks
commemorating Canada’s contributions to the
freedom of all citizens.
The Amherstburg waterfront is one of the most
beautiful settings in the region and includes a
linked open space system from the town’s King’s
Navy Yard Park to Fort Malden National Historic
Park.

of parkland (public open space utilized for
recreation including neighbourhood and
community parks, and major city, regional and
waterfront parks); waterway corridors (lakes,
rivers, and drains); linkages (connections to and
between parkland, waterway corridors, and
natural areas that foster recreational activities,
enhance biodiversity and habitat, and allow the
unobstructed movement of wildlife); and natural
areas (areas designated as Environmental Policy
Areas). The City of Windsor, and the Essex
Region Conservation Authority are also working
to connect the city and its waterfront with the
Chrysler Canada Greenway, the southern-most
arm of the Trans Canada Trail.
The Town of LaSalle, in its 1995 Master Plan
identified the need to develop an accessible,
linked open space system which provides
increased public access to the Detroit River
shoreline for recreation. Since then, the town has
established a Sidewalks and Trails Team (SWAT)
to develop trails, linking them to the Windsor
and Amherstburg trail systems, as well as the
Chrysler Canada Greenway. Improved canoe
access routes are also belong considered in the
town.
The Detroit River Greenway Partnership was
established in 1996 in recognition of the diverse
natural, cultural, and economic resources
associated with the river corridor. The partners,
including the City of Detroit, Wayne County,
Rivertown Business Association, U.S. National
Parks Service, Michigan Sea Grant Extension,
ERCA, City of Windsor and others, are working to
enhance the river and its shoreline to make it a
resource which is clean, safe, accessible,
connected, open, usable, and attractive. The
group is working to create a green corridor for
public access from Belle Isle to the Ambassador
Bridge in partnership with local corporations.

Municipal Trails
The City of Windsor developed a trail system for
recreation and bikeways that links city parkland
and regional natural areas. A bicycle use plan is
coordinated with capital work projects such as
seawall construction, land transfers, road
upgrades, sewer redevelopment, hydro corridors,
and other railway abandonments to facilitate its
development.

Greenway Systems
The Greenway system in the City of Windsor is a
network of land uses and resource elements that
helps maintain ecosystem functions and processes
within the City. The Greenway system consists
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Summary
Trails along and near the Detroit River already
provide significant opportunities for recreation. Plans in the City of Windsor, the City of
Detroit, and down river communities call for
expansion of river front parks and trails
systems to create a larger linked system.
These trails offer a variety of activities,
settings and landscapes appealing to those
of equally varied abilities and interests.

Fighting Island Wetlands
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Chapter Sixteen

urbanized and agricultural areas, open space,
and natural areas, including significant remnants
of the original ecosystems.

Areial View of the Detroit River

Nature Appreciation
As Canada’s southern most locale, the Detroit
River region has a very moderate climate. As a
result, its natural areas contain the greatest
variety of plants and animals in the country.
Hundreds of species are considered nationally,
provincially or regionally, rare or endangered.
Many are found nowhere else in Canada. This
region as a whole is noted for its lush marshes,
beautiful Carolinian woodlands, tall grass prairie,
savanna and alvar habitats. People from around
the world visit every spring and fall to take in
some of the best birding on the planet.
The Detroit River has been the lifeline for the
region, even prior to European settlement. The
river was first used by native people and later by
French settlers as a “roadway”. It provided
transportation, as well as access to settlements
and the ribbon farms along its banks. Its role
quickly grew to support industry, particularly as
a critical link to the iron mines of the north and
the coal mines of the south, fueling the growth
of the automobile and steel industries.
The pre-settlement landscape consisted mainly
of coastal wetlands, upland mixed hardwood
forest, oak savanna, and tall grass prairie. This
increased development resulted in the loss of
more than 75% of the region’s woodlands, and
95% of the region’s wetlands. The landscape of
the Detroit River watersheds today is a mosaic of
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Natural Areas
For the purpose of this report the term “natural
area” refers primarily to wetlands, woodlands,
and prairie habitats This includes privately owned
lands, as well as public parks and preserves.
Nature appreciation in the Detroit River region
includes a wide variety of activities - from viewing spring wildflowers at Devonwood Conservation
Area or the late summer array of prairie plants at
the Ojibway Prairie Complex, to hiking in a
Carolinian woodlots or along the Greenway, fall
birding at Holiday Beach Conservation Area, or
simply enjoying the scenic views along the
Canard River.
Of the 21 islands of the Detroit River, most are
still in a natural or undeveloped state. Five of
the major islands in the river are Canadian:
» Pêche Island Provincial Park - which includes
woodlands and wetlands,
» Grassy Island and its wetlands,
» Fighting Island - which contains significant
wetlands and is the site of industrial waste
restoration,
» Turkey Island which also contains wetland, and
» Bois Blanc, being developed as a resort
community with enhanced natural areas.
The American islands, include:
» Belle Isle, a 980 acre city park and natural area,
» Grassy Island, which is the Wyandotte National
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open field, dune communities, rich cattail marsh
and open shallow waters of the interior wetlands.
Cultural features include the scant remains of
Hiram Walker’s summer home. Access to the
island is by boat. The island is ideal canoeing,
kayaking, fishing, and viewing.

Canard Marsh

»
»
»
»

Wildlife Refuge,
Grosse Ile, which is an ecologically aware
residential township,
Sugar Island which is also residential,
Celeron State Wildlife Refuge,
Mud Island, Meso, Hickory, Alba, Round, Swan,
Calf, Horse, Cherry, Stony, and Fox Islands are
all undeveloped small islands in the southern
part of the river and are primarily wetlands.

Natural Areas in the Detroit River Watershed
Along the Detroit River
» Pêche Island - CNHS, ESA
» Grassy Island ESA
» Fighting Island Wetlands
(Turkey Creek/Detroit River Wetlands) ESA
» Canard River Marshes ESA and Allied Chemical
Brine Wells ESA
» Crystal Bay/White Sands/Livingstone Channel
Upstream Watersheds
» Ojibway Prairie Complex ANSI/ESA
» Spring Garden Planning Area ANSI/ESA
» LaSalle Woodlot ESA
» Canard Valley Conservation Area and ESA
» New Canaan Valley ESA
» Devonwood Conservation Area
» McAuliffe Woods Conservation Area
» St. Clair College Prairie ESA

Connected Natural Areas
» Holiday Beach Conservation Area
» Big Creek Marsh Conservation Area
» Upper Big Creek Woodlot ESA
The 90-acre, 1.8 kilometre long Pêche Island
Provincial Park is located at the mouth of Lake
St. Clair, in the centre of the Detroit River.
Although much of the island’s vegetation is the
result of planting at the beginning of the century
by landowners, it remains an amazing, secluded
“natural escape” in the midst of the surrounding
urban area. An informal island trail provides
access to the distinct vegetation communities mixed shrub thickets, mixed hardwood forest,
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Further downstream, the Turkey Creek / Detroit
River wetlands contain some of the most significant
remnant biological communities in all of Ontario,
including remnant Carolinian Forest, tallgrass
Prairie, and marsh. The Detroit River marshes
(Class 2 Provincially Significant Wetland) totals
approximately 575 hectares that are primarily
marsh with small pockets of swamp. The wetland
is very diverse, comprising 18 natural biological communities. Three provincially significant
plant species are also found at the Detroit River
marshes: swamp rose mallow, Ohio spiderwort,
and yellow pond lily.

Many provincially significant animal species
occur in the Detroit River marshes. pied-billed
grebe, great egrets, black-crowned night herons,
common terns, Butler’s garter snake, eastern fox
snake, and Massasauga rattlesnake are among
the many species found there. As well as providing
habitat for rare species, the wetland also contains
important areas for fish spawning and rearing.
The wetlands at the mouth of the Canard River
provide important fish and wildlife habitat,
particularly for staging waterfowl. The Canard
River Marsh (Class 1 Provincially Significant
Wetland) is, at 416 hectares, nearly as large as
all of the other Detroit River marshes put together,
and is ecologically important because of the
abundance and assortment of natural
vegetation. The surrounding lands have a mix of
agriculture and pasture, deciduous forest, residential development, as well as several creeks
and the Detroit River, which provides excellent
wildlife habitat, especially for those species
which require a mixture of upland and wetland
habitats.
The Canard River Marsh is an important habitat
for migratory waterfowl and shorebirds. It is a
significant waterfowl staging area with more
than 10,000 canvasback ducks in late fall. About
5,000 canvasbacks use the area each March.
Summering ducks, such as mallards and wood
ducks, feed in the marsh and a few lesser scaup and
possibly redheads remain throughout the summer
in sheltered areas of the Detroit River adjacent to
the marsh. The dyked marsh and adjacent wetlands
support the bald eagle and spiny soft-shelled
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turtles which are endangered species.
A number of provincially significant bird and
plant species can also be found in the Canard
River Marsh including pied-billed grebes, a
provincially significant and a locally rare breeding
species. Four heron species: great blue heron,
great egret, green-backed heron, and the blackcrowned night heron, regularly feed here. Due
to restricted access to the dyked marsh, little is
known of its attractiveness to migratory song
birds but the tree-lined dykes at the mouth of
the Canard River provide roosting sites for
hundreds of swallows. Double-crested cormorants
also use the area for roosting.
Natural areas are not necessarily bound by
watershed boundaries. Although not within the
watersheds, Holiday Beach Conservation Area, a
former Provincial Park, provides important natural
linkages and migration between natural areas.
Holiday Beach is one of the best places in North
America to observe large concentrations of
migrating raptors between September and late
November. The 35-foot Hawk Tower overlooks
the 2,000-acre Big Creek Marsh and provides
birders with an excellent view of raptors and
other migrants as they move south along the
lakeshore and across the Detroit River. All of the
eastern accipiters, falcons and buteos occur in
good numbers. Bald eagles, cormorants and
egrets nest locally, and golden eagles are
regularly seen in migration. Seasonal totals for
broad-wing hawks number in the tens of thousands
with daily totals of up to 96,000 hawks, 500
hummingbirds, 50,000 bluejays, 4,000
goldfinches, 2,000 cedar waxwings and 30,000
American crows in recent years. An official
counter from the Holiday Beach Migration
Observatory is present at the site each day from
September to November. Visitors from all over
North America visit the park during the Festival
of Hawks which runs from September to October
annually with regular events, workshops, and
activities to match dominant bird species that
migrate through each weekend.
Visitors to Holiday Beach enjoy the children’s
playground, stocked trout pond, sandy beaches,
and day use areas within the 212 hectare (525
acre) natural setting. A partnership with the
Janisse Marcotte Melady Funeral Homes has
created a 22 acre Heritage Forest using
Carolinian species. Partnerships with the
agricultural industry in Essex region has helped
establish the 40 acre Essex County Demonstration
Farm to show how agriculture and nature can
work together without negatively impacting each
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other. This is demonstrated through farming
practices including buffer strips, demonstration
drains, no-till techniques, tree planting and
interpretive signage.

Fox Snake

Similarly, Big Creek Marsh is the largest wetland
in Essex County. This 1,161-hectare site is
under both public and private ownership that
provides for its protection. It is composed of
marsh and adjacent wooded areas, one or two
nesting areas in the County for the endangered
bald eagle and provides nesting areas for the
great egret colony. Several nationally significant
species, including the spotted turtle and fox
snake use the sedges, lily, and solomon’s seal in
the marsh for habitat. Birders and hunters enjoy
the marsh, which is a major staging area for
migratory birds, particularly waterfowl. An 85
acre Heritage Forest is being established on site
to reduce agriculture along the marsh edge.
Formal and informal trails wind through the
landscapes of the Ojibway Prairie Complex, one
of the largest protected prairie and oak savanna
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habitats in North America. In total, there are
more than 545 acres of remnant tallgrass
prairie, an ecosystem that is now rare in North
America. More than 600 plant species have been
documented in the prairie lands. Many are not
found anywhere else in Canada. The prairie
habitat is managed using prescribed burns that
promote the regeneration of prairie forbes and
grasses. Birders can view more than 235 bird
species, and a number of rare reptiles including
the eastern fox snake and Massasauga rattlesnake.
The 117 hectare Spring Garden Complex supports
a range of vegetation similar to, but in many
ways distinct from the other remnants which
make up the provincially significant Ojibway
Prairie Remnants Area of Natural and Scientific
Interest. Spring Garden supports a greater
range of communities, such as dry prairie and
wet buttonbush/sedge sloughs not found
elsewhere in the complex. Forest communities
here represent the prairie-forest transitional
edge of the original pre-settlement prairie. It is
the largest of several prairie related sites bounded
by the Detroit River, and is recognized by the
Ministry of Natural Resources as “... one of the
most significant sites for tall grass prairie-related
habitat in Canada.” More than 500 species have
been recorded, more than 100 of which are
considered rare on a regional to national basis 14 % are rare in Ontario according to the Atlas
of the Rare Vascular Plants of Ontario, the
highest number of rare species in Southern
Ontario, and five are considered vulnerable,
threatened or endangered in Canada by
COSEWIC (Committee on the Status of
Endangered Wildlife in Canada). Almost half of
the prairie indicator species can be found in
Spring Garden. Several plants growing in this
area have their entire Canadian range restricted
to the Windsor area.
The prairie landscape also supports more than
200 insect species, many of which are restricted
solely to high quality prairie remnants, including
dragonflies, damselflies, as well as provincially
and regionally significant butterfly species.
Sixteen reptile species and amphibians considered
rare in Ontario are found there including Butler’s
garter snake, fox snake, and the Massasauga
Rattlesnake. The presence of more than 70
breeding bird species including nesting raptors
reflect the good quality habitat at Spring Garden.
The site is also home to many mammals, such as
the big brown bat, fox, and white-tailed deer.
The overall linkage with the Ojibway Prairie
Complex, LaSalle Woodlot, Black Oak Woods, and
Turkey Creek supports larger mammals, such as
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white-tailed deer and coyote, which require
much larger home ranges. Proximity to other
prairie remnants also enables populations to
temporarily shift in order to survive fire,
successional changes, disease, or mishap.
A walk through the 230 acre LaSalle Woodlot

Children’s Educational Program

and its prairie savanna communities provides
many varied experiences and habitats. Large,
wide spreading, shady trees give way to sunny
glades with attractive wildflowers and low
herbaceous vegetation. Highly diverse upland
and lowland forest communities are dominated
by six species of oak trees, four hickory species,
tulip trees, and more than 80 other tree and shrub
species. These include several provincially rare
and significant species listed in the Atlas of
Rare Plants of Ontario. The prairie communities include more than 75 species, including 29
provincially rare plant species, 6 of which can only
be found in the LaSalle Woodlot itself. It also
provides habitat for many wildlife species,
including provincially rare butterfly species, such
as southern cloudy wing, indigo dusky wing and
little glassy wing, and provincially rare reptile
species such as the Massasauga rattler, Butler’s
garter snake, and the eastern fox snake.
Canard Valley Conservation Area, upstream on
the Canard River, offers a rolling landscape,
unique to the generally flat Essex County and
Detroit River landscapes. A trail winds through
woodlands and floodplain and includes views of
the meandering Canard River. The site also includes
the only productive stands of Kentucky coffee
trees, an endangered species in Canada. Within
this Environmentally Significant Area (E.S.A.), are
examples of floodplain woods, hawthorn scrub,
upland woods, stream bank vegetation, and
scattered wet depressions dominated by sedges.
The Chrysler Canada Greenway crosses within
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1 kilometre of the Conservation Area.Located in
Windsor, Devonwood Conservation Area is
among the most diverse urban forests in Canada.
A walk through this 95-acre E.S.A. along the 4
kilometre trail brings visitors through a
Carolinian Woodlot which contains eight species
of oak, and is home to screech owls, long eared
owls and little brown bats.
Although only 22 acres, McAuliffe Woods
Conservation Area provides an oak-hickory
forest within an urbanizing landscape, adjacent
to a larger municipal park.
Brownstown Township, Michigan, has 22,000
acres, the bulk of its river frontage devoted to a
metro park, and game and conservation preserve.
Point Mouille is a stop for waterfowl on the Detroit
River flyway. The Michigan Department of Natural
Resources (MDNR) has managed Pointe Mouille
as a state game area since 1945. Since the
original purchase of 2,604 acres from the Pointe
Mouille shooting club, the state has acquired
approximately 1,200 acres of additional marsh
and upland. This includes, Celeron Island in the
Detroit River, an area of approximately 130
acres that was acquired in 1976. These wetlands
are managed as part of the Pointe Mouille State
Game Area. Lake Erie Metro Park is part the
newest addition to the Huron-Clinton Metro Park
system.
Combined with the Big Creek Marsh on the
Canadian side, the more than 30,000 acres of
wetlands serve as international models for wildlife
management. More than 300 threatened and
endangered species of fish, plants and animals,
including bald eagles are again thriving in these
wetland environments.

Education and Interpretation
Children and adults alike can learn about the
environment and related issues at a number of
interpretive facilities within the Detroit River
watershed. Holiday Beach Conservation Area is
equipped with an interpretive centre and offers
educational summer programs for children of all
ages. Birding and the annual Festival of Hawks
during the fall also provide bird identification,
bird banding programs, interpretive facilities in
the Education Centre, and guided walks and
hikes. The Essex County Demonstration Farm
located within the Conservation Area, illustrates
conservation techniques that can be used as part
of modern agriculture, and which show how
farming and the natural environment can co-exist.
Thousands of students from the region’s school
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boards have participated in ERCA education
programs at Holiday Beach and other Conservation
Areas since the mid-1970’s.
Ojibway Nature Centre gives children and adults
the opportunity to learn and appreciate their
surroundings with the help of educational programs
and seminars offered at the nature centre. Guided
tours of the Prairie Nature Reserve and Carolinian
woodland are available upon group request and
summer programs can be booked at the centre.
Programs include topics in pond life, prairie
habitat, wildlife, Carolinian tree species and
birding.
Fort Malden also provides programs which link
nature and cultural heritage as described in the
human heritage section of this report.

Naturalist Groups
The Holiday Beach Migration Observatory
(HBMO), an international birding group, monitors
the fall migration of raptors, bluejays, hummingbirds and other species that fly over the Detroit
River as part of their long journey southward.
The HBMO includes more than 170 members,
including residents of Michigan, Ohio, Illinois,
Kentucky, Tennessee, Florida, and Montana. The
HBMO, along with the Holiday Beach Bird Banders
Association are heavily involved in the Festival of
Hawks held each year at Holiday Beach
Conservation Area. The group maintains
detailed scientific records, and investigates new
tracking techniques, including Doppler Radar to
better monitor raptor migration activity.
The Essex County Field Naturalists Club (ECFNC)
was organized in 1984 as a volunteer group
affiliated with the Federation of Ontario
Naturalists and the Canadian Nature Federation.
The ECFNC was established to promote the
appreciation and conservation of the diverse
natural heritage of Essex County and the
surrounding region. ECFNC’s mandate is to
provide the opportunity for people to become
better acquainted with and understand the
area’s unique natural environment; to promote
the identification, preservation, maintenance,
and restoration of high quality natural areas for
living things; and to co-operate and support
other organizations with similar objectives. The
Club has more than 250 members, and is very
active in monitoring habitat and species in the
region. They monitor Eastern bluebird trails
within the Detroit River watersheds and Essex
County, and work to restore indigenous ecosystems.
In this, they participate in regional habitat
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initiatives including the Conservation Biodiversity
Strategy and the Rural Non-Point Source
Pollution Abatement Program for Detroit River
watersheds.
The Grosse Ile Conservancy is an independent,
non-profit corporation founded in 1993 by
island residents to preserve significant land and
water resources. The Conservancy is empowered
to acquire land through donation, direct purchase, and the use of conservation easements. It
is made up of resident volunteers, and funded
through membership dues, donations, and
grants. The Conservancy has acquired three
diverse and
significant Grosse Ile properties, including
Hennepin Marsh, a productive 120 acre marsh.
The Conservancy has introduced the Greenway
concept to the island and are developing a 40
acre community nature center on Grosse Ile.

Municipal and Corporate Support
Managing land use activities to sustain a healthy
environment is integral to improving the quality
of life within a community. To foster a healthy
and sustainable community it is vital that
environmental, economic, socio-cultural and
land use planning issues be integrated using an
ecosystem approach. Communities throughout
the Essex region recognized the significance of
protecting natural areas when they adopted the
Environmentally Significant Areas in the Essex
Region Report, and adopted related policies in
their land use planning documents. These
policies also help guide the Essex Region
Conservation Authority in its own planning and
in commenting on municipal and private sector
initiatives.
Almost half of the Detroit River shoreline within
the Town of LaSalle has been identified as wetland.
Although very little is in public ownership,
amendments to the Official Plan to implement
the Provincial Wetland Statement prohibit
development in any area with wetland designation
and define permitted uses within wetlands. The
town has also identified goals for public open
space acquisition, including substantial lands
along the Detroit River, and an ambitious trail
and walkway network to follow most of the river,
creek, and drain system through LaSalle linking
them with surrounding communities.
The City of Windsor is committed to improving
the quality of life within its boundaries and has
developed a set of policies to protect, conserve
and rehabilitate the natural environment, while
minimizing pollution and its effects on biota, air,
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land and water resources. Windsor has developed
a vision recognizing the need for a healthy
environment and an overall ecosystem approach
which respects environmental, socio-cultural,
economic interests, organizations, and
stakeholders. The vision was developed to
protect, conserve, and improve the quality and
quantity of natural resources in order to
advance a more sustainable future.
In 1992, the City of Windsor also adopted a
Natural Heritage Site Inventory which examined
all remaining private and public natural areas to
determine if the areas should be protected as
open space and if not, how they should be
addressed under land-use planning policies or
ERCA’s Environmentally Significant Areas Policy.
The inventory is also used to develop land use
planning policies that recognize the significance
of natural areas. The City is also very active in
ensuring that new development is ecologically
sound.
The Essex Region Conservation Foundation
established the “It’s Our Nature” Campaign to
protect three significant natural areas in the
Essex region, including the LaSalle Woodlot, the
Chrysler Canada Greenway, and Cedar Creek.
The two million dollar campaign has been very
successful and has included support from a
broad cross section of the local community,
including such major private sector contributors
as Chrysler Canada, Windsor Raceway, Nadin
Molds, T.J. Watson Enterprises, Canadian Auto
Workers, and many other corporate and private
partners.

Summary
The Detroit River watersheds contain many
natural areas of local, regional, national and
international significance. These areas are
internationally recognized, especially for their
birding and nature appreciation opportunities. The communities along the river have
recognized the significance of their open
spaces, and support the need to protect them
through land use
planning, planning policies, and development
regulations. Corporate support for the Essex
Region Conservation Foundation and other
conservation initiatives has shown that the
private sector clearly sees that it must also
play a key role in the protection of natural
areas.
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Chapter Seventeen
Human Heritage Appreciation
The communities along the Detroit River take
great pride in their human heritage and clearly
recognize the vital role that the river has played.
That pride and awareness is reflected in special
events, festivals, landmarks, and museums that
focus on the river.
History
Fort Malden National Historic Site preserves the
remnants of the second British fort built in
Amherstburg, Ontario. The first, Fort Amherstburg,
was established near the mouth of the Detroit
River in 1796. It was a centre of British operations
during the War of 1812 and was destroyed by
the British when they were forced to retreat in
September 1813. Today, there are no visible
remains of that earlier fortification.
The current dimensions of Fort Malden can be
attributed to the American army, which occupied
the ruins of Fort Amherstburg from October
1813 until July 1815. The Americans began
rebuilding the Fort Malden almost immediately,
but their efforts were hampered by severe
shortages of labour and supplies.
When the British re-occupied the site in the
summer of 1815, they inherited a smaller,
partially completed earthen fortification that
contained a few roughly built structures. The
British were slow to rebuild the fort as post-war
economies forced local commanders to carry out
only essential repairs. At Fort Malden this policy
meant no new construction until the early
1820’s. The fort’s Royal Engineer supervised
construction of a brick barracks, cook house,
guardhouse, artillery shed and several storage
buildings. Despite these improvements, very
little was done to upgrade the earthworks and
the post remained a fort more in name than in
actuality.
The reluctance to expend large amounts of
money on Fort Malden was partly due to British
uncertainty about the future of the site. Through
the 1820’s various designs were suggested to
improve or replace Fort Malden, but with the
lessening of tensions between the United States
and Britain the fort was allowed to decay and the
last British troops were withdrawn in 1836.
The Upper Canada Rebellion of 1837-38 meant
a renaissance for Fort Malden. Troops were
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rushed back to the fort to repel attacks by rebels
and their American sympathizers. Between
1838-40 the fort was almost completely rebuilt.
Two large barracks, housing 400 soldiers, were
hastily erected as well as an officer’s barracks,
guardhouse, jail and numerous other buildings.
The earthworks were repaired and armed with
cannon.
Despite this revitalization, military authorities
pondered the true strategic importance of the
fort. The end of the rebellion and improved
relations with the Americans meant less need for
a large military presence in the Detroit River
area. Plans for permanent improvements to the
fort were shelved and the last regulars left Fort
Malden in 1851. After the regulars, Enrolled
Pensioners (retired soldiers) were brought in to
maintain the fort, and farm the surrounding the
lands around the military reserve. No significant
construction was undertaken during this period
except for the building of cottages to house the
pensioners.
It was not until the province of Canada West
acquired the fort grounds, and opened a “lunatic”
asylum in 1859, that new construction began.
Existing structures were renovated to house the
patients and staff. New facilities were added,
including a two-storey brick laundry. With the
closing of the asylum in 1870, the buildings and
grounds were used as a lumber yard and planing
mill. By the early years of the twentieth century,
the site had been subdivided and private
residences were erected.
In 1921, the Historic Sites and Monuments Board
of Canada recognized Fort Malden as being of
national historic significance. Through the efforts
of local citizens, the federal government
acquired land for a small park in 1937. Since
that time the park has expanded to its current
size, a landmark to those major events which
helped to shape the Canadian nation.
Although several forts existed in Detroit since
the early 1700’s, the current site of Fort Wayne
was not built until 1844. It was built because of
its commanding view of the Detroit River and in
response to increased tension between the U.S.
and Canada. The fort was used as a motor supply
and transit post during World War I, a role which
was expanded and continued during World War II.
During the 1920’s, suspected Communists were
interned at Fort Wayne as were Italian Prisoners
of War during WWII. During the Korean War and
until 1967, the Fort was used as an induction
centre, and most recently as a Military Police
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Post and missile repair site. The fort was deeded
to the City of Detroit in 1950 with a public
purpose restriction. This fort marks the western
end of Detroit’s public access on the waterfront.
A Native American Interpretive Centre featuring
16 galleries, numerous artifacts and exhibits of
Michigan Native American Culture is also located
at Fort Wayne. The Fort will be restored and
refurbished as part of the Detroit tercentennial
celebrations recognizing 300 years of history.
As described in the human heritage section, the
Detroit River was an important cross-over point
in the “Underground Railway” representing a
network of people who hid and guided some
40,000 escaped slaves as they followed the
North Star to Canada and freedom. Today we
are reminded of this compelling aspect of our
history through the Underground Railway
Heritage Route and the North American Black
Historical Museum in Amherstburg.

History of Community Parks
The heritage and cultural values of the Detroit
River communities are reflected in its parks and

draw tourists to the waterfront to explore that
heritage. The region’s development patterns and
economic development were based on water,
primarily the Detroit River – a history that is
reflected today in the community parks. Native
people used the sandy beaches along the Detroit
River as launching sites to cross to Pêche Island
to arrange meetings, battles, and for fishing and
hunting. The Detroit River also provided power
for mills and settlements which can be seen today
at the Mill Street Park where a 60-foot windmill
was built to represent the wind-powered mill
that once stood on the shore of the Detroit
River. Amherstburg, as Fort Amherstburg, was an
important British boat building site that is
reflected in the design of King’s Navy Yard Park
in the Town. Windsor was the terminus of the
Great Western Railway that was instrumental in
the growth of Windsor. In 1854, lands purchased
by the Railway were used as an important transfer
point for cargo which crossed the Detroit River
by barge on the Chicago-New York route. Great
Western Park overlooks that portion of Windsor’s
waterfront today.

Navy Yard Park
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Education and Interpretation
Through its interpretive programs, Fort Malden
portrays the lifestyle of people living in the fort
during the early nineteenth century. Tours of
the fort, exhibits depicting military life, openhearth cooking, hands on activities, uniformed
“soldiers” and special Christmas programs give
visitors a glimpse of life in the fort in the 1800’s.
For those interested in a longer experience, there
is a program to replicate true military life. Visitors
can make and eat a soldier’s meal, march, learn
the drill of the British infantryman and spend a
quiet evening of games and cards before retiring
to their bunks. The program ends the following
morning when the “troops” are given breakfast
and fall in for parade and final inspection.
The Park House Museum in Amherstburg, a
French frame log house, was originally built in
Detroit near the Rouge River. Around 1799, it
was dismantled, and floated downriver to
Amherstburg where it was rebuilt by its Loyalist
owner. It has been restored to the 1850’s era to
depict the lifestyle of the Park family (an important
family in the Essex region) and their mercantile
business. The museum is open year round, and
offers among other things, hands-on-craft displays. The Georgian style Gordon House, built in
1798 is the oldest building originally built in
Amherstburg. It overlooks the Detroit River, and
now provides a tea room/restaurant and marine
exhibit.
In addition, there are many sites along the Detroit
River which are noted for their major historic
events including the “Skirmishes at the River
Canard” (at the mouth of the Canard River), the
Huron-Wyandot Cemetery on the Detroit River,
and the Duff-Baby House (the oldest house in
Windsor and also a significant point on the
“Underground Railway,” and in the fur trade.)
The original hook used to hang hides, and historically important artifacts in the Windsor
Community Museum, also illustrates the history
of the local area.
Summary
Human heritage plays a significant role along
the river. This history is reflected in the parks
and open spaces along the river which remain
as symbols of important local historical
events. The significance of this heritage is
vividly demonstrated in programming and reenactments most notably at Fort Malden, Fort
Wayne and other river front historic sites.
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Chapter Eighteen
Detroit River Tourism
Tourism is a multimillion-dollar industry in the
region and is a major economic benefit to residents
having tripled in recent years. Interest in the
Windsor, Essex County and Pelee Island region is
now expanding to the international marketplace.
The Detroit River has also recently been a
destination for Cruise Ships. Travel writers and
tour operators from the United Kingdom, Japan,
South Africa, Germany and France now provide
editorial coverage in overseas markets. The
increase in general sightseeing is in part due to
the development tours such as the African
American Heritage tour, winery tours, diving, and
eco-tourism in both the City of Windsor and
Essex County.
In metropolitan Detroit in 1996, 15.1 million
visitors spent $3.9 billion. Visitor counts for 1996
were up 19 percent compared to 1994. The
increase in the number of visitors to Metro Detroit
was nearly double the increases in tourism
nationwide, according to estimates by the Travel
Industry Association. Visitors also added $3.9
billion to the local economy in 1996, an increase
of 26 percent from 1994. Visitor spending created
approximately 71,000 jobs in the Detroit area.
The Tourism Profile Study undertaken in 1997 by
the Visitor and Convention Bureau of Windsor,
Essex, and Pelee Island found that 36 percent of
overnight visitors to Metro Detroit came from the
north central United States, including Michigan,
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota and
Missouri. Approximately 14.5 percent of overnight
tourists to the region were international, with
Canada representing 5.2 percent of those visitors.
A similar study on the Canadian side showed 7.4
million visitors to Windsor, of which 87 per cent
were American.
Casino Windsor, which opened overlooking the
waterfront in 1998, was the result of the
establishment of a trial casino for the Province of
Ontario operation in 1993. Prior to its opening,
two temporary casinos, including the Northern
Belle Riverboat Casino which was anchored on
the Detroit River were operating in the city. The
Casino has been a major draw for tourism, and
has translated into substantial economic benefits
to the city, the province, and to the people of the
community. Windsor has become world renowned
as the home of one of North America’s most
River front Festivals.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

International Freedom Festival Fireworks

» Fort Malden Heritage Day – Fort Malden,
February
» Earth Day Celebration – Ojibway Nature
Reserve, April 20th
» Amherstburg Garden Tour and Rhododendron
Show – Amherstburg, May
» Waterfront Auto Festival - Dieppe Park, June
» LaSalle Strawberry Festival - Front Road Park,
June
» Carousel of Nations - Various River front
Locations, June
» International Freedom Festival and FireworksDieppe Gardens, July
» Heritage Festival - Amherstburg, July/August
» Military Field Days - Fort Malden, July/August
» Vietnam Veteran Day - Assumption Park, July
» Festival Epicure - Dieppe Park, July
» International Windsor Busker Festival - Dieppe
Gardens, August
» Kids of Steel Triathlon - Sandpoint Beach,
August
» Rubber Duck Race - Assumption Park, August
» Detroit Montreaux Jazz Festival – Hart Plaza,
Detroit, September
» Settler’s Stew – Park House, Amherstburg,
September
» Olde Sandwich Town Festival - McKee & Mill
Parks, September
» Festival of Hawks - Holiday Beach, Sept.- Oct.
» Detroit Marathon - September

Eco-tourism in the Detroit River
While tourism has been increasing at the rate of
4% per year, eco-tourism is increasing at a rate
of 30% per year. Eco-tourism is a popular trend.
Tourists are seeking unspoiled, aesthetically
pleasing, protected natural areas and learning
experiences. The Detroit River watersheds have
provincially and nationally significant Carolinian
woodlands, remnant prairies, rare plants and
fauna, and class wetlands which are just some of
the highlights that make the area unique. ERCA,
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in partnership with the Windsor Essex and Pelee
Island Visitor and Convention Centre, and Point
Pelee, has developed an eco-tourism strategy for
the region, with a focus on activities along the
Detroit River including enhanced boating,
camping, and day use activities in an effort to
better promote the area, improve local tourism
initiatives, and increase revenues for conservation
efforts. Birding continues to be the region’s
biggest eco-tourism product attracting visitors
from around the world each spring and fall.
Summary
The Detroit River is a major tourism resource
in the region. Festivals and events which are
internationally recognized, take place on the
river each year as a celebration for local
communities and visitors. Eco-tourism is a
growing industry that makes use of the natural landscape along the river. Its location
along spring and fall bird migration routes
provides a view of species and habitats found
nowhere else in Canada.
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Chapter Nineteen
The Scenic River
The Detroit River and its surrounding landscapes
offer an impressive variety of scenic “resources.”
They range from the thousands of ocean going
and lake freighters that pass by to colourful
sailing regattas, from Detroit’s urban skyline to
quiet marshes, from the sight of a kettle of
broad-winged hawks high overhead to the flash
of unlimited hydroplanes racing past, from an
amazing kaleidoscope of fireworks to a tiny island
shrouded in early morning mist. These and
many other features define the visual landscape
and the scenic value of the Detroit River.

Vistas
Vistas are an important component in assessing
the scenic beauty of a river, and consider variety,
colour and structure. The Detroit River can be
broken down into three very distinct sections
where the overall appearance of the river is quite
different from the other sections.
The upper river runs through the urbanized
areas of Detroit and Windsor. Within this stretch,
there are two islands: Pêche Isle and Belle Isle,
described in the Recreational Values section.
Although within an urban setting, Pêche Island
and its interior canals and wetlands provide a
passive, quiet canoe or kayak trip into the heart
of a naturalized landscape, through mixed
hardwood uplands, open fields, and thickets.
The idea of the Detroit River is perhaps most
commonly identified within its urban context –
the impressive skylines of Detroit and Windsor,
the Renaissance Centre, the Ambassador Bridge,
and most recently Casino Windsor. These elements
draw people to the river front throughout the
year, and at all hours of the day.
The middle river is bounded by the Detroit River,
Canard River, and Rouge River marshes. The
islands in this stretch also contain important
wetland areas home to many varieties of waterfowl,
and other birds. The islands collectively makeup
the Conservation Crescent which is important for
wetland conservation on both sides of the river.
The neighbouring landscapes are largely
agricultural – views facilitated by the broad and
flat horizon.
Within the lower river, the river is at its widest.
Adjacent agricultural land uses are spotted with
cultural elements, including Fort Malden, Bob-Lo

Island, Grosse Ile, and Crystal Harbour. The view
from King’s Navy Yard Park in Amherstburg
where thousands watch ocean-going and lake
freighters along with the islands, is perhaps
unsurpassed in the region.

The Urban River
The Detroit River provides a wide variety of
views – from the downtown skylines of Windsor
and Detroit, to the wetlands at the mouths of the
Canard and Rouge Rivers. Each view provides a
very different experience as well. The “urbanized”
river front is flanked on one side with the City of
Detroit and its historic architecture combined
with the timelessness of the Renaissance Centre.
Because of the flatness of the surrounding
landscape, the four round towers of the
Renaissance Centre and skyline of Detroit with
its historical architecture, and Windsor with its
new Casino are recognized from many kilometres
away and form familiar links to the river. At
night, the lights of the downtown, and on the
waterfront provide the backdrop for the many
festivals and events that last well into the
evening. On any night along the river front,
residents and tourists sit and watch the lights of
the boats, the lights of the city skyline, and the
bridge. This is a visual landscape unparalleled
on any other river in Canada.
The history of the river communities is also an
important visual element along the river. The
immense Hiram Walker silos and row housing in
Old Walkerville, are remnant of the oldest industrial
town development in North America. The buildings
and homes of Sandwichtown, the Amherstburg
downtown, and the waterfront historical parks
and fort are all visible from the water or while on
a drive down the river’s shoreline roads.
The “rum-running” era is still identified today
from the water in the upper reaches of the river
at Hiram Walkers, its large red and green neon
sign reflecting on its waters. Downstream in
Amherstburg, Seagram’s offers a similar reflection
to the past, as well as a strong part of the visual
landscape from the water.

Vegetative Character
The Detroit River offers an exciting collage of
scenery as it winds past islands and under
bridges from urban core to the industrial central
reach, and finally through the rural landscapes
of its southern reach, before it enters the
vastness of Lake Erie.
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Rivers can be rated on the degree of diversity in
vegetation. As described in the Natural Values
section, the Detroit River is located within the
Carolinian Forest Region, the most diverse
region in Canada. The woodlots and wetlands
that lie within the Detroit River watersheds are
representative of this region and are very rich in
species diversity, which make them very unique
and interesting. The brilliance of the trilliums,
trout lily and other wildflowers in spring, the
deep greens of the Carolinian Woodlot, the late
summer big bluestem, asters and prairie rose,
the tall-grass prairie in full bloom, the autumn
colours of the oaks, tulip trees, and hickory, and
the structure and architecture of the sumac and
dogwoods in winter, provide a constantly changing
visual backdrop.

backdrop to the many events and festivals
held at the river each year. The nature and
variety of landscapes along the Detroit River
make it a river whose scenic value and character are truly unique within Canada.

Duck hunters often bring cameras and scopes
with them to take advantage of the numbers and
variety of waterfowl, raptors, and other birds
which migrate across the Detroit River in the fall
and spring. A paddler on the river can expect to
see great numbers of herons, ducks, and other
bird life within the wetlands
The broad rural landscape on the Canadian side
of the river is largely agricultural. This provides
not only views of elements on the historic
shoreline, but also distant wetlands, woodlots,
communities and recreation lands in the tributary
watersheds.
The parks and drives along the river provide
opportunities for viewing ships – a recreational
pursuit for all ages. The popularity of boating is
largely based on the visual quality of the
surrounding landscapes. The colours and activity
of personal watercraft, sailboats, and other
recreational boats on the river are a visual
destination in and of themselves.
Summary
The Detroit River provides a rich variety of
landscapes to view from both the water and
shore. The river provides many vistas from
the upper river’s urban landscape and the
unique skyline, to the middle river’s wetlands
and agricultural landscape, and finally to the
lower river’s cultural and recreational qualities. Its varied vegetative character, combined with the cultural and ecological landscape make the Detroit River important visually through each season during the day and
evening – from canoeing through quiet interior
wetlands to sitting at the many shoreline
parks watching huge ocean freighters pass by.
This character underlies, and in fact forms the
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Summary
The rich soil and flat topography of the Detroit River and its watersheds provided excellent
conditions for the development of a lush forest and large areas of highly productive wetlands.
Such were the natural resources of the watershed, that in 1702, Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac
wrote the Detroit River: “This country is so temperate, so fertile and so beautiful that it may
justly be called the earthly paradise of North America.” In the mid - 1800’s, David Douglas,
the English botanist for whom the famous fir tree is named, described the area as the “Eden
of Upper Canada.” During Douglas’s travels throughout the world, the Detroit River was one of
the most impressive natural features he encountered.
These outstanding natural components have provided the basis for the development of a rich
cultural heritage and abundant recreational opportunities. The water, soil, plant, and animal
resources have all played an important role in the settlement and development of the Detroit
River and its watershed.
The Detroit River ecosystem contains some of the most significant biological communities in
all of Ontario. The Detroit River is the only major river in Canada soley within the Carolinian
zone, a zone widely recognized as one of the most biologically significant and diverse regions
in Canada. The Detroit River ecosystem contains a variety of unique habitats, some found
nowhere else in Canada, such as remnant tracts of Carolinian forest, tallgrass prairie, oak
savanna and wetlands. The Detroit River serves as a migration route and home to 65 of the
117 species of fish that inhabit the Great Lakes, 27 species of waterfowl that frequent the
coastal wetlands, more that 17 species of raptors, including eagles, hawks, and falcons, more
that 48 other bird species, including warblers, neotropical songbirds, herons, and egrets, and
numerous species of butterflies that migrate annually from Canada to the southern United
States and South America. (Appendix 16)
The river plays an important part in the overall Great Lakes System which represents nearly
20% of the world’s freshwater supply. It conveys more that 90% of the water that flows into
Lake Erie. In addition to its exceptional existing values, remediation and enhancement
programs are under way that will ensure the river continues to provide ecological and
hydrological values for generations to follows. (Appendix 17)

Methodology
The natural heritage features of the river are described in the following sections as outlined in
the Natural Heritage Framework of the Canadian Heritage Rivers System: Hydrology,
Physiography, Morphology and heritage components of the Detroit River. Information was
collected from published and unpublished reports and articles, staff from various municipal
and resource agencies on both sides of the river, naturalists, and academics from Canadian
and American universities and the Great Lakes Institute of Environmental Research.
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Chapter Twenty
Hydrology
The amount of water flowing down a river, the
speed at which it travels, the fluctuation over
time, and the quality of the water itself, tell a
great deal about how the river functions, the
impact it has on its channel and floodplain
ecosystems, and the humans who interact with it.
(Appendix 18)

Discharge Volumes
The Detroit River is a 51 kilometre strait that
flows from Lake St. Clair to Lake Erie. However,
because of its location in the Great Lakes system
the Detroit River conveys more than 90% of the
water that flows into Lake Erie. In fact, the Great
Lakes consists of nearly 20 % of the world’s
freshwater supply most of which passes through
the Detroit River.
Although a relatively short river, its average
discharge of 458 billion litres of water per day
(5,300 m3 s-1 ) is comparable to that of the
mighty rivers of the world. Discharge is variable
and dependent on the water levels of Lake Erie
and Lake St. Clair. Discharge has been recorded
to range between 275 and 614 billion litres per
day (3,200 and 7,100 m3 s-1 ).

Water levels in the Detroit River can vary
seasonally and annually by as much as two
vertical metres. It is estimated that close to 98%
of the waters of the Detroit River come from
Lake Huron, with the remaining two per cent
coming from the relatively small tributaries
originating within local watersheds. The Rouge
River, the largest tributary to the Detroit River,
has a mean annual discharge of only 26 m3 s-1
(2.25 billion litres of water per day).

Velocity
Velocity will vary over time and space in the
river, and affected by discharge volume, stream
gradient, presence of ice cover, and small
differences in channel width and depth.
The waters of the Detroit River travel at a
considerable speed. In general, it takes only 20
hours for water entering the River from Lake St.
Clair to be transported 51 kilometres to Lake
Erie. Velocities in the river range from 1.75 to
3.2 kilometres per hour (0.49 to 0.88 m s-1).
This velocity is relatively constant in the shipping
channels. Variations occur in the backwater
shelter areas, and wider areas of the river,
including the mouths of the Turkey Creek and
Canard River.
Due to this relatively rapid flow and vertical mixing,
the Detroit River waters contain high levels of
dissolved oxygen.
Near Detroit Park
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The CHRS defines five Low Flow Velocity Classes
as shown below. The Detroit River generally can
be classified as having moderately fast velocities
– Tier 4 (0.60 m/s to 1.50 m/s).
During the preceding 4,000 years there had been
little change in water levels. Before the St. Lawrence
Seaway was completed in 1959, the average
water depth in the Detroit River was 6.0 to 7.6
meters. In order for large vessels to navigate
between the upper and lower Great Lakes, the
river was dredged between 1963 and 1969 to
create channels of 8.2-metres in depth. During
this time, almost three million cubic metres
(2,980,000 m3) of rock and sediment was lifted
from the bottom of the river and deposited in
the open waters of Lake Erie.
Between the headwaters and the Ambassador
Bridge, the river consists mainly of one channel,
and flow velocities here are sufficient to prevent
cross channel flow. Three separate channels exist
further down the river. The Amherstburg
Channel contains 47% of the total flow, the
Trenton 21%, and the Livingston Channel holds
26% of the Detroit River flow to Lake Erie.
About 800 millimetres of precipitation falls
annually and is variable throughout the region
and seasons, with maximum precipitation in
April (75-80mm), and lowest precipitation in the
winter months (50-60mm). Air temperature

follows a bell-shaped curve, although it is
variable along the shoreline and interior of the
region. Summers here are longer and warmer
than summers in any other part of the country.
Evaporation and evapotranspiration are at their
maximum in June, July, and August, which means
less water runs off the land into the river.
Conversely, in March and April, runoff rates are
very high because the ground is saturated. As a
result, both melting snow and spring rainfall end
up in the river.
Flooding events have been recorded anecdotally
since the early 1800’s. Water surveys have been
recorded for about the last 100 years, largely looking
at water levels and elevations for transportation
purposes. Water levels are defined according to
the International Great Lakes Data (I.G.L.D.).
Flooding conditions along the Detroit River
shoreline are mainly due to high river levels,
directly related to the difference in water level
between Lake Erie and Lake St. Clair.
The local tributaries such as the Rouge River,
Little River, Canard River, and Turkey Creek have
developed from surface runoff and erosion of the
flat, lacustrine soils of the immediate watersheds.
Although the watersheds are relatively small,
these systems are on soils that produce rapid
runoff, and thus are prone to flooding. However,
such local events have only a minor impact on
the main flow of the Detroit River.

Cleary International from Dieppe Park
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Water Properties
The CHRS compares the water quality of the river
using four parameters: clarity (turbidity), acidity,
nutrients, and temperature. These properties
affect the biological productivity and appearance
of a river as well as its use.
The dynamic physical processes of the river,
combined with geological conditions that resulted
in the development of many islands, has supported
a very diverse and unique ecosystem. The
Detroit River provides excellent drinking water
quality in the upper reaches because most of the
water entering the river originated within the
past 24 hours from the relatively pristine Lake
Huron. These cold, dense waters pass through
Lake St. Clair with little mixing. Therefore, in
many aspects the Detroit River water chemistry
is more like Lake Huron than the warm,
eutrophic waters of Lake St. Clair.
The Detroit River provides drinking water for more
than 5 million people. Drinking water quality is
excellent in the upper river. There are more
than 30 major water intakes along the shoreline
of the river. These intakes use approximately 8%
of the daily flow of the river. The basic chemistry
of the water in the upper river is: alkalinity
90 - 100 mg/L, pH 8.0 - 8.3, and turbidity 20
ntu.
Turbidity is related to the water’s clarity and is
measured by the amount of light that can pass
through a sample of water. Based on the classes
identified by the CHRS, the Detroit River is highly
turbid. Through many programs and initiatives
described later in this section, the river’s clarity
is being improved, particularly in the regions
with heavy clay which stays in suspension.
Nutrients such as nitrates and phosphates are
common elements in watercourses that receive
runoff from agricultural and urban areas. The
Detroit River is nutrient rich in comparison to
other rivers in Canada. Nitrate levels average
mg/L and soluble phosphorous is approximately
mg/L which is (low, moderate, high).
Phosphorus loadings to Lake Erie have declined
from 90,000 kg/d to under 20,000 kg/d as a
result of municipal control programs. Chloride
loadings to Lake Erie have also declined from
11,000,000 kg/d to less than 7,000,000 kg/d as
a result of improved industrial practices.
The relative acidity or alkalinity of surface waters
is measured by pH. The CHRS categorizes pH as
high (alkaline) for pH values greater than 7.3,
neutral or low (acidic) for pH values less than
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

6.3. The waters on the Detroit River are alkaline
with a pH range from 8.0 – 8.3 (90 – 100 mg/L).
Existing data sets do not permit a more detailed
look at pH using chemical parameters, such as
dissolved calcium and manganese, because these
elements are not routinely analyzed.
Water temperatures in the Detroit River fluctuate
over the year, closely following the bell-shaped
curve of the air temperature. Water temperatures
range from just above freezing in the winter, to
between 23 and 25C in July and August.
The CHRS classifies rivers according to the length
of their ice-free period, instead of actual water
temperature. Usually the Detroit River partially
freezes in December then undergoes a brief
warming period; and starts to freeze more
consistently in January, and is ice-free by the
end of February. Using the CHRS classes, the
Detroit River can be considered a Class 1a river –
with a longer ice-free period than most Southern
Ontario Rivers, which are generally ice free
between April and November. The Detroit River
rarely freezes over completely.

Soil and Water Conservation Planning
Soil conservation education and incentive programs
including the Rural Non-Point Source
Remediation Program have been successful in
the watershed, but it is evident that much work
is still needed.
Green Frog

The Rural Non-Point Source Remediation
Program for the Detroit River watersheds focuses
on rural NPS pollution from agricultural lands
and rural septic systems, including sediment,
nutrients, and chemicals which can enter the
water through soil erosion and agricultural
runoff, and bacteria from faulty septic systems.
This program, initiated in 1996/97 by the Essex
Region Conservation Authority (ERCA) through
Great Lakes 2000 Clean-Up funding from
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Environment Canada, provides incentives to
landowners. To date, more than 75 projects
valued at almost $800,000 have been initiated.
Projects have included site specific Conservation
Farm Plans, and conservation practices such as the
establishment of buffer strips along drains and
watercourses, the installation of soil erosion
protection structures such as rock chutes, the
planting of trees and shrubs along watercourses
or marginal and erodible land, the upgrading of
faulty septic systems, the adoption of no-till
crop production systems to improve water
quality and wildlife habitat, and water quality
monitoring.
Conservation Farm Plans undertaken by ERCA
provide a site-specific guide to improving soil
and water conservation on farmlands, and
demonstrating the economic benefits and
enhanced long-term sustainability of each farm.
Plans combine farmer’s knowledge of their land
with ERCA’s expertise in soil and water conservation
to design specific, practical conservation solutions
on a voluntary basis. To date, ERCA has undertaken
27 Conservation Farm Plans within the three
watersheds of the Detroit River.
Environmental Farm Plans are a separate, but
complimentary program developed by the Ontario
Farm Environmental Coalition and administered
by the Ontario Soil and Crop Improvement
Association. Through this process, farmers
identify areas of environmental concern on their
farms, and develop a plan for improving these
conditions. The two farm planning programs are
valuable programs to complete, and work together
well. A Conservation Farm Plan, outlined earlier,
provides implementation procedures for solutions
identified through Environmental Farm Plans.

showcases best management practices, crop
production systems, conservation practices, and
the use of new techniques as practical solutions
to the farming and non-farming community.
In addition, the Essex County Soil and Crop
Improvement Association and Conservation Club,
through plots, events, newsletters, and awards
have contributed to an increased adoption of
conservation practices in the Detroit River
Watersheds. In 1996, a survey of almost 2,000
farmers in southwestern Ontario counties found
that over 30% of farmers were using minimum or
no-till farming practices, excluding no-till drill
usage. In Essex County, at least half of farmers
are no-tilling wheat into soybean stubble, fewer
are no-tilling soybeans, and a smaller percentage are no-tilling corn as well. Use of no-till is
considerably higher in the County than the five
per cent of respondents who indicated they
no-tilled in the 1996 survey.
Summary
The Detroit River conveys more than 90% of
the water that flows into Lake Erie, nearly
20% of the world’s freshwater supply and has
discharges comparable to the mighty rivers of
the world. It provides drinking water for more
than five million people. It rarely freezes
completely providing for long boating and use
seasons. Soil conservation programs, education
and demonstration projects already in place
will help ensure that the river
continues to be a quality resource.

The Essex County Demonstration Farm was
established in 1996 and is located in the Big
Creek watershed, adjacent to the Detroit River
watersheds is operated by ERCA in partnership
with more than 30 private and public organizations
and individuals. The farm demonstrates
conservation practices and innovative products,
techniques, and technologies to education the
community about conservation farming, its
relationship to the protection of our natural
resources, and the use of sustainable agricultural
practices.
The farm is located at Holiday Beach Conservation
Area next to Big Creek Marsh, one of Ontario’s
most significant wetlands, to demonstrate the
relationship and interactions between agriculture
and the environment. The demonstration farm
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Chapter Twenty One
Physiography
This chapter describes the physical characteristics
of the Detroit River and its watershed, drainage
patterns, geological materials and soils, landforms,
and the processes of erosion and sedimentation.

Glacial History
Since the glaciers retreated 10,000 years ago,
the Detroit River has played an important role in
the shaping of the Great Lakes ecosystem. As
the waters of post-glacial Lake Erie receded, the
present Detroit River channel began being carved
out of the flat, exposed lake bottom. As the land
continued to rebound after the removal of the
weight of the glacial ice, a new drainage system
developed with the waters of the Great Lakes
flowing along the French and Mattawa Rivers.
This left the Detroit River basin dry. Then, three
to four thousand years ago, isostatic rebound
was sufficient to divert the waters from the
French/Mattawa system, thus, the Detroit River
regained its water flow and became the major
channel connecting the upper and lower Great
Lakes.
The Detroit River watershed consists of rich soils
deposited on the ancient lake bottom. This rich
soil and flat topography provided excellent

The bed of Paleozoic sedimentary rock consists
of soft Dundee limestones and relatively harder
Detroit River dolomite. The dolomite was more
resistant to glacial erosion, and thus the islands
of the Detroit River are mostly associated with
outcrops of the harder dolomite. Because the
local watershed is a mixture of glacial moraines
and lacustrine clays, it tends to have very little
relief other than old beach deposits. The slope
of the Detroit River itself is only about a one
metre fall across its entire fifty-one kilometre
length, which represents a gradient of less than
.00002 per cent.

River Morphology
There are five tributaries draining into the
Detroit River along the American side, and three
along the Canadian side, which drain more than
2,000 square kilometers of land. Prior to
European settlement, there were nearly continuous
wetlands of emergent and submergent vegetation
on both sides of the river. Today, the array of
wetlands and twenty-one islands within the
Detroit River corridor plays an important role in
maintaining the ecological stability of the system.
The channel pattern or map view of the overall
Detroit River could be described as a straight
pattern. The width of the Detroit River varies
from approximately 600 metres near the
Ambassador Bridge, to more than 6,100 metres
at the opening into Lake Erie.
Detroit River

conditions for the development of a lush forest
and large areas of highly productive wetlands.
Hough (1958) described the geology and origin
of the Detroit River as an area that was very
strongly modified during the Wisconsin glacial
period. Sitting on a mixed bed of dolomite and
limestone is a mixture of glacial till and lakebed
sands and clays.
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Water flow in the upper portions of the Detroit
River cause scouring of the riverbed sediments.
This erosion is a continuing dynamic force still shaping
the islands, especially in the headwaters of the
river. As the river widens downstream, water velocity
decreases and areas of submerged vegetation
are common. In bays along the shoreline and islands,
macrophyte communities have established that
restrict flow and thus provides a more stable
habitat for fish and wildlife. The lower river
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tends to receive sediments, with three channels
cutting through an area of sediment deposition.
These channels are dredged periodically to
maintain depths for shipping activities.
Summary
The Detroit River watershed consists of rich
soils deposited on the ancient lake bottom.
This rich soil and flat topography provided
excellent conditions for the development of a
lush forest and large areas of highly productive wetlands. The river drains more than
2,000 square kilometres, and is generally flat.
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Chapter Twenty Two

Swamp Rose Mallow

Flora
When Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac wrote of the
Detroit River in 1702, he remarked that “This
country is so temperate, so fertile and so
beautiful that it may justly be called the earthly
paradise of North America”. In the mid 1800’s,
David Douglas, the English botanist for whom
the famous fir tree is named, described the area
as the “Eden of Upper Canada”. During
Douglas’s travels throughout the world, the
Detroit River was one of the most impressive
natural features he had encountered.

The Carolinian Forest Region
The Detroit River ecosystem lies within an area
referred to as the Carolinian zone. This zone
occurs in Canada only in a narrow band found
south of an imaginary line running roughly from
Toronto to Grand Bend in extreme southwestern
Ontario. The Detroit River ecosystem is found in
the most southwesterly portion of the Carolinian
zone and contains plants and animals that rarely
occur even within this zone. In fact, Essex
County is the southern most locale in Canada
and contains the greatest variety of plants and
animals in the entire country.
The Carolinian zone or “Banana Belt” is unique
due to its mild climate. This area experiences
the warmest average annual temperatures,
longest frost-free seasons, and mildest winters
in Ontario. Due to these mild conditions, plants
and animals characteristic of the southerly
“Carolina” States are found here.
Carolinian Canada contains less than one per
cent of Canada’s total land area and yet supports
a greater number of both floral and faunal species
than any other ecosystem in Canada. It is
estimated that some 2,200 species of indigenous
herbaceous plants are found here, including 64
species of ferns, at least 110 species of grasses,
and more than 130 different sedge species.
There are also more than 70 species of indigenous
trees. This same zone harbors one third of the
rare, threatened and endangered species found
in all of Canada.
The Detroit River is home to many of these rare
species, including the swamp rose mallow and
Eastern spiny soft-shell turtle. Sixty five percent
of Ontario’s rare plants occur in the “Banana
Belt”, and 40 % are only found in this region in
all of Ontario.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

The Detroit River ecosystem contains some of
the most significant biological communities in all
of Ontario. These include remnant tracts of
Carolinian forest, tallgrass prairie, oak savanna
and wetlands. This region in the Carolinian zone
is one of Canada’s most significant landscapes.

Wetlands and Aquatic Vegetation
One of the most significant ecological associations
found in the Detroit River ecosystem is the
river’s shoreline marshes. Although once
dominant, the wetlands along the Detroit River
are now distributed in 31 isolated patches.
In general, the wetlands along the Detroit River
are typically riverine and river-mouth marshes,
sometimes with a small swamp component.
They are often dominated by submergent
macrophyte communities. Fifteen significant
plants have been found, including the rare sedge
Carex suberecta which in Canada is only found
in the coastal wetlands of the Detroit River.
The Detroit River marshes near Fighting Island
represent the largest wetland complex. Two
smaller wetlands are found on Fighting Island
and Pêche Island, and the remaining wetlands
are associated with tributaries entering the river,
including the large Canard River wetland complex
and the Turkey Creek Marsh. Around half of the
Canard River wetland is dyked for intensive
waterfowl management.
On the American side of the river, there are 16
coastal wetlands and large submersed macrophyte
beds. They are mostly restricted to islands in the
lower reaches of the river as a result of the shoreline
modification along the U.S. shore. They occur
along Gibraltar Island, Cherry Isle, Celeron Island,
Horse Island, Round Island, Elba Island, Calf Island,
Stony Island, Grassy Island and Grosse Ile.
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On the Canadian side, the Detroit River marshes
(Class 2 Provincially Significant Wetlands) cover
approximately 575 hectares. These wetlands are
very diverse, comprised of 18 natural biological
communities. These communities are primarily
marsh (96%) with small pockets of swamp (4%)
and are dominated by submergent and emergent
vascular plants (macrophytes). More than 21
macrophyte taxa occur in the river, dominated
by Vallisneria, Chara, Potamogeton and
Heteranthia. The beds of macrophytes, roughly
99 square kilometres, occur in water less than 4
metres deep. More than 72% of the Detroit
River’s shallow water habitat is occupied by
macrophytes. More than 95% of the emergent
beds occur in the lower river area. The residence
time of the river, less than one day, means there
is no opportunity for the river to develop a typical
riverine phytoplankton community, thus phytoplankton species that are encountered are those
being actively carried from Lake St. Clair.

pugnose minnow.
Sportsmen fishing for walleye and pike spend
more than a million dollars each year in the local
region. Juvenile lake sturgeon (a Michigan State
endangered fish) are being caught for the first
time near the mouth of the Detroit River.

The Canard River Marsh (Class 1 Provincially
Significant Wetland) is, functionally, the
southernmost portion of the Detroit River marshes.
At 416 hectares, the Canard River Marsh is nearly
as large as all of the Detroit River marshes
combined. The marsh is ecologically important
because of the abundance and diversity of natural
vegetation.

Inventory work for these areas tends to occur at
specific sites (e.g. Environmentally Significant
Areas (ESA), and Areas of Natural and Scientific
Interest (ANSI’s). Combined with the extremely
large list of vascular plants in this area, there
does not appear to be a complete list of plants
in the watershed, or for any particular zone.

Three provincially significant plant species are
found in these marshes: swamp rose mallow
(Hibiscus mosheutos), Ohio spider-wort
(Tradescantia ohiensis) and yellow pond lily
(Nuphar advena).
On the American side of the river, numerous
shoreline marshes thrive that are reminiscent of
those on the Canadian side, including the Humbug
Marsh and the extensive Point Mouille Marshes.
Of the 21 islands in the Detroit River, more than
half are uninhabited and predominately wetland
covered islands.
Humbug Marsh in Wayne County is a unique and
valuable habitat for fish and wildlife. It is a 72
acre wetland which provides 3/4 miles of remnant
Great Lakes coastal marsh. By virtue of its location,
it has very high biodiversity and provides habitat
for more than 33 fish species, 25 species of waterfowl,
17 species of raptors including bald eagles, hawks,
falcons, and kestrels; and 48 other bird species
including herons, song-birds and egrets.
Threatened and/or endangered plant and animal
species have been located in the wetlands of the
marsh including fire pink, shellbark hickory,
Eastern fox snake, swamp rose-mallow, and the
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Humbug Marsh has also been an important area
for duck hunting by local sportsmen for
generations. This area has been nominated by
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife service as a focus area
for enhancement and protection of fish and
wildlife, especially waterfowl.

Upland and Riparian Vegetation
The upland shoreline areas surrounding the
Detroit River provide excellent wildlife habitat,
especially for those communities that require a
mixture of upland and wetland habitats. Some
of these areas contain very important remnants
of Carolinian communities.

Windsor’s Ojibway Prairie Complex is a collection
of five closely situated natural areas: Ojibway
Park, Tallgrass Prairie Heritage Park, Ojibway
Black Oak Woods, Ojibway Prairie Provincial
Nature Reserve and Spring Garden Prairie. This
Complex has long been recognized as a group of
exceptional natural areas, containing the largest
protected tallgrass prairie remnant in Ontario.
The most striking aspect of the Complex is the
tremendous variety and abundance of vegetation
containing excellent tallgrass prairie, oak savanna
and Carolinian forest remnants. In 1893, John
Macoun, one of the first botanists to describe
Ojibway’s flora, called the area “a garden of
rarities.” More than 700 species of plants flourish
in the Complex, of which more than 100 of these
plants are considered rare in Ontario. The
Ojibway Prairie Provincial Nature Reserve alone
contains more rare plants per hectare than any
other park in Ontario. Ojibway Black Oak Woods
is dominated by Black Oak forest, and is the
finest example of an open Black Oak woods in
Essex County. Prairie remnants of the quality
found at the Spring Garden Prairie are very
scarce in Canada, and some plant species have
their entire Canadian range restricted to the
Windsor area. Tallgrass prairie and oak savanna
communities, like those found in the Ojibway
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Prairie Complex, were among the first landscape
types to be cleared for agriculture, and are two
of the rarest and most imperiled natural
communities in the world.
Combined with the prairies, the Detroit River
watershed contains other areas that are
representative of the vast Carolinian forest that
captivated David Douglas’s attention. Southern
tree species such as swamp white oak, pin oak,
sassafras, Shumard oak, tulip-tree, and shellbark
hickory are relatively common here. The LaSalle
Woodlot is mostly oak dominated including a
large variety of prairie plants in open areas. Six
oak species and four hickory species are common
to the site. Several plant species known from
the site occur in only one or two areas in all of
Canada. A significant feature of Devonwood
Conservation Area is the presence of eight oak
species, five of which are considered rare on a
Provincial and/or National scale. The Kentucky
Coffee Tree Woods is a very diverse site containing
upland forest, shrub thicket, floodplain forest,
and valley slopes. It is the only known site in
Canada containing both male and female
Kentucky coffee trees.
Summary
The Detroit River lies within the Carolinian
Canada zone and contains many plants and
animals that rarely occur even within this
zone. The region contains the greatest variety
of plants and animals in all of Canada. The
Detroit River ecosystem contains some of the
most significant biological communities
including remnant tracts of Carolinian forest,
tallgrass prairie, oak savanna and over 2,500
hectares of wetlands, and many kilometres of
remnant Great Lakes Coastal marsh. It is
estimated that some 2,200 species of
indigenous plants are found here, including
ferns, grasses, sedges and over 70 species of
indigenous trees – in total more than one
third of the rare, threatened and endangered
species found in Canada.
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Chapter Twenty Three
Fauna
The Detroit River and its associated watershed
are home to numerous species of wildlife. Some
species have a very strong connection with the
river and rely on it for the majority of their life
cycle (e.g. fish, herptiles). Others have broader
habitat ranges and use the river only occasionally,
or as a migration corridor (e.g. birds).
The Detroit River serves as a migration route for
many of the 117 species of fish that inhabit the
Great Lakes, 27 species of waterfowl that frequent
the coastal wetlands, more than 17 species of
raptors, including eagles, hawks, and falcons,
more than 48 other species of birds including
warblers, neotropical songbirds, herons, egrets,
and numerous species of butterflies that migrate
annually from Canada to the southern United
States and South America.
From a habitat standpoint, the Detroit River links
the deeper, colder and sparsely populated upper
Great Lakes - Superior, Michigan and Huron- to
the warmer, shallower, and more densely
populated lower Great Lakes - Erie and Ontario.
It also links the largest wetland complex in the
Great Lakes - the St. Clair Flats - and the world’s
largest freshwater delta - the St. Clair Delta is
the most biologically productive of all five Great
Lakes. From a global perspective, the Detroit
River contains remnant Great Lakes coastal
marshes, lake plain prairies, and remnants of the
world’s richest freshwater mussel fauna.
Many provincially significant animal species
occur in the Detroit River Marshes. Pied-billed
grebe, great egret, black-crowned night heron,
common tern, Butler’s garter snake, Eastern fox
snake and Massasauga rattlesnake are among the
many provincially and nationally rare species
found at the site. As well as providing habitat
for rare species, the wetlands also contain
spawning and nursery areas for many species of
fish.

Birds
More than three million waterfowl migrate
annually through the Great Lakes. The Detroit
River area is an important flyway and resting
area for many species. Ducks found nesting in
the wetlands of the river, include mallards,
blue-winged teal and black ducks. Littoral
(shore) areas of Belle Isle, Grosse Isle, Fighting
Island and Celeron islands attract large concenDetroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

trations of ducks. Since 1985, many duck
species that feed on wild celery tubers have
increased as tuber densities have increased substantially. The invasion of the zebra mussel into
the Detroit River has improved water quality and
resulted in much larger populations of diving
ducks, such as greater and lesser scaup, that
utilize this new food resource.
The Canard River Marsh is an important habitat
for migratory waterfowl and shorebirds. It is a
nationally significant waterfowl staging area with
more than 10,000 canvasback ducks found in
the late fall. About 5,000 canvasbacks use the
area in March. Summering ducks such as mallards
and wood ducks feed in the dyked Ruwe Marsh
and a few lesser scaup and possibly redheads
remain throughout the summer in sheltered
areas of the Detroit River adjacent to the marsh.
The only breeding locality for Gadwall in Essex
County is this dyked marsh at the mouth of the
Canard River.

Flock of Terns

In contrast to the impressive duck concentrations
in the Detroit River portion of this wetland, the
Canard River itself attracts very few waterfowl.
The dyked marsh and adjacent wetlands support
the endangered bald eagle and threatened
Eastern spiny soft-shell turtle. A number of
provincially significant bird and plant species can
also be found in the Canard River Marsh. The
dyked marsh supports at least two breeding pair
of pied-billed grebes, a provincially significant
and a locally rare breeding bird. Four heron
species: great blue heron, great egret, greenbacked
heron, and black-crowned night heron, regularly
feed here. Due to restricted access to the dyked
marsh, little is known of its attractiveness to
migratory song birds. The tree-lined dykes at
the mouth of the Canard River do provide
roosting sites for hundreds of swallows.
Double-crested cormorants also use this area for
roosting.
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The wetlands of the Detroit River are significant
in the Great Lakes for waterfowl production. The
marshes provide important resting and feeding
grounds for post-breeding and migratory
Canada geese, tundra swan and dabbling ducks.
They are especially attracted to the dyked wetlands of the Canard River along the Canadian
shore where there are large areas of emergent
wetlands with controlled water levels and adjacent agricultural fields. Many waterfowl winter in
the wetlands because they remain open from
commercial navigation and thermal pollution.
The wetlands also provide habitat for many other
bird species. Significant bird species which breed
in these wetlands include least bittern, Northern
shoveler, ruddy duck, Forster’s tern, white-eyed
vireo and yellow-headed blackbird.
Bald Eagle

carp, channel catfish, largemouth bass, smallmouth
bass, bluegill and walleye. Four species of rare
fish in Ontario also use the wetlands, including
the striped shiner, pugnose minnow, spotted
sucker and green sunfish.
The Detroit River fish community is the basis for
a very lucrative sport fishery. Although many
species are exotic to the Great Lakes system
including carp, rainbow smelt, alewife and white
perch, there are more than 65 species of fish
found in the Detroit River, representative of both
cold and warm water species. Cold water species
inhabit the channels containing cooler Lake Huron
water, and warm water species inhabit the lower
river embayments. The river and its tributaries
are important spawning, feeding and nursery
habitat. Walleye use the river as part of a complex
migration route between Lake St. Clair and Lake
Erie.

Mammals
The Detroit River watershed supports a diverse
mammal population. The mammalian fauna of
Essex County has undergone tremendous changes
since the area was first colonized. At least
twelve species have been extirpated from the
County and four introduced species are now
well-established. Since the 1970’s, 25 species
of mammals have been recorded within the
Detroit River watershed. They include the
Virginia opossum, northern short-tailed shrew,
little brown bat, silver-haired bat, big brown bat,
eastern red bat, hoary bat, eastern cottontail,
European hare, Eastern chipmunk, woodchuck,
gray squirrel, red squirrel, deer mouse, meadow
vole, muskrat, Norway rat, house mouse, coyote,
red fox, gray fox, raccoon, mink, striped skunk,
and white-tailed deer.
Snapping Turtle

Fish
At least 45 species of fish inhabit the Detroit
River marshes, 21 of which are permanent
residents. The most abundant species are northern
pike, gizzard shad, bowfin, common carp,
goldfish, carp-goldfish hybrids, golden shiner,
blacknose shiner, white sucker, brook silverside,
rock bass, pumpkinseed, black crappie and yellow
perch. Other species which use these wetlands
for spawning include lake sturgeon, muskellunge,
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

Herptiles
Many species of reptiles and amphibians inhabit
Detroit River wetlands. These coastal wetlands
offer especially important habitat since the
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surrounding landscape has been dramatically
altered. Four rare species of reptiles have been
identified in these wetlands including the eastern
fox snake, eastern massassauga rattlesnake,
queen snake and the eastern spiny softshell turtle.

Invertebrates
Like with the phytoplankton community, the
retention time of the water within the Detroit
River is insufficient to allow for the development
of a riparian zooplankton community, thus most
of the species found in the river are transported
out of Lake St. Clair. Cladaocera such as
Cyclops and Diaptomus dominate, reaching a
peak in June to September. These zooplankton
are considered to be critical to the maintenance
of the larval fish populations found throughout
the river.
Macro invertebrates, estimated to be at more
than 300 species, are taxonomically diverse in
the river. Their distribution is influenced by
current scouring, sedimentation, and the presence
of contaminant sediments. The macro invertebrate
populations support a strong benthic fish
community including channel catfish, bullheads,
and suckers.
For these and other biological reasons, the
Detroit River has been recognized by The Nature
Conservancy as containing globally significant
biological diversity that is to be conserved and
enhanced by Canada and the U.S. under the
1992 United Nations Convention of Biological
Diversity and by Michigan under it’s Biodiversity
Conservation Act.

Summary
The Detroit River serves as a migration route
and is home to 65 of the 117 species of fish
that inhabit the Great Lakes, 27 species of
waterfowl that frequent the coastal wetlands,
more than 17 species of raptors including
eagles, hawks, and falcons, more than 48 other
bird species including warblers, songbirds,
herons, egrets, and numerous species of
butterflies and dragonflies. Of these, many
are provincially and nationally rare,including
pied-billed grebe, great egret, black crowned
night heron, Eastern fox snake, Massassauga
rattlesnake and Eastern spiny softshelled
turtle. Not surprisingly the Detroit River is
considered globally significant for its
biological diversity.
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Chapter Twenty Four
Remediation and Enhancement
The Detroit River is the site of many successes as
local communities have responded to the
challenge to restore and rehabilitate the natural
resources of the river. Phosphorus loadings to
Lake Erie have declined from 90,000 kg/d to
under 20,000 kg/d as a result of municipal
control programs. Chloride loadings to Lake Erie
have also declined from 11,000,000 kg/d to less
than 7,000,000 kg/d as a result of improved
industrial practices.
The ecological future of the Detroit River is being
re-defined. The stage has been set for two
international communities to work together within
an ecosystem concept. Innovative concepts of
habitat protection and restoration are being
implemented to protect the many rare and
endangered species living within the river and its
local watersheds. Many of the improvement
projects under way along the Detroit River are
not required by regulation, however, private and
public agencies are planning and developing
projects which will assist in overall improvements
to the Detroit River.
In the Little River tributary a rehabilitation program
has been initiated to restore the natural flood
plain in one area of the river. Habitat
enhancements at the Canadian Salt Company will
see the development of three off-shore islands
to establish 4,500 square metres of new habitat
for fish and wildlife communities and further
protect 2.8 ha of submergent vegetation. The
mouth of the Canard River is the largest marsh
complex along the Detroit River. A marsh
management plan for this area is being
developed by the Essex Region Conservation
Authority. Those enhancement projects, aimed
at restoring the natural heritage of the river are
described below.

watersheds. The Detroit River Cleanup is
facilitated by the Detroit River Cleanup Committee
and its six (6) Implementation Subcommittees
which focus on:
» Non-Point Source Pollution - rural and urban
runoff, spills and air deposition
» Combined Sewer Overflows - combined sani- .
tary and storm sewer overflows to the river
» Point Source Pollution - municipal and industrial
“end of pipe” discharges
» Contaminated Sediments - contaminated
materials on the river bottom
» Habitat - natural habitat protection, enhancement
and restoration
» Public Involvement and Communication
The Detroit River Cleanup Committee currently
includes representatives from the following
organizations:
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

City of Windsor
Environment Canada
Essex County Federation of Agriculture
Essex Region Conservation Authority
First Nations
General Chemical
Great Lakes Institute
for Environmental Research (GLIER)
Ontario Ministry of the Environment
Town of Amherstburg
Project Green
Town of LaSalle
The Canadian Salt Company Ltd.
The Heavy Construction Association
Windsor and District Labour Council
Windsor Chamber of Commerce

The following Non-Government Organizations
»
»
»
»

Essex County Field Naturalists Club
Little River Enhancement Group
Citizen’s Environmental Alliance
Project Green

And the Chair from Each of the Subcommittees

Canadian Detroit River Cleanup
Since the Remedial Action Plan (RAP) for the
Detroit River was established, major efforts are
under way to reduce inputs of toxic chemicals,
nutrients, and bacteria along with the preservation,
protection, and enhancement of natural habitat.
The RAP process is now moving forward on the
Detroit River Cleanup.
The purpose of the Canadian Detroit River
Cleanup is to rehabilitate, enhance and sustain
the ecosystem of the Detroit River and its
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

There are also numerous agencies and members
of the public involved in the various
Subcommittees.

Water Quality Enhancement
The Rural Non-Point Source (NPS) Remediation
Program for the Detroit River watersheds focuses
on rural pollution including sediment, nutrients
and chemicals caused by runoff, soil erosion
from agricultural lands, and bacteria from faulty
septic systems. These Detroit River watersheds:
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Canard River, Turkey Creek, and Little River, are
flat clay plains with extensive drainage schemes.
Intensive cropping, combined with a high
percentage of open municipal drains increases
the potential for pollution from non-point
sources to the Detroit River.
This program provides incentives to landowners
to undertake a site specific Conservation Farm
Plan and conservation practices including the
establishment of buffer strips along drains and
watercourses, the installation of soil erosion
protection structures such as rock chutes, the
planting of trees and shrubs along watercourses
or marginal and erodible land, the upgrading of
faulty septic systems and the adoption of a notill crop production system to improve water
quality and wildlife habitat. Since its inception,
more than 75 projects have been approved
including 25 windbreaks/tree plantations, 13
buffer strips, 21 locations with soil erosion
structures, 3 private septic upgrades, and 13 notill demonstration sites – in total, work valued at
almost $800,000.
A monitoring program has also been set up to
quantify progress towards water quality targets.
The program includes biomonitoring at seven
stations in the Canard and Little River watersheds,
and a sampling survey at 100 sites within the
Canard and Little River watersheds. This will
provide more detailed benthic, physical
measurements, visual riparian habitat assessment,
and potentially suspended solids and nutrient data.
This data will form the basis for setting up 10
index stations upstream in addition to an index
station at the mouth of the Canard River.

Habitat Enhancement
A Biodiversity Conservation Strategy for the
Detroit River Watersheds, as well as other areas
in the Essex Region has been developed. This
strategy provides a methodology to establish habitat
restoration guidelines and priorities for degraded
ecosystems using geographical information systems
(GIS) technology. The purpose of the strategy is
to produce a spatial database of all natural areas
in the Essex region and, using a framework
developed by Environment Canada, conduct an
analysis of the terrestrial, wetland, and riparian
habitats. The extent of existing natural
vegetation will be identified and will help to
prioritize opportunities for habitat rehabilitation
and enhancement. The objective is to increase the
size, extent, and quality of key natural heritage
features, natural corridors, and greenway linkages,
thereby improving ecosystem diversity and
ecological functions.
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report

A number of projects that will enhance habitat
are already planned or under way on the Detroit
River and its local upstream watersheds.
The Dean Construction Habitat Rehabilitation
Project is located on the shoreline of the Detroit
River directly east of Grassy Island in the Town
of LaSalle. Dean Construction, a local marine
contractor, is relocating its operation to this
shoreline site. The site has degraded habitat and
runoff that leaves the property uninhabitable for
wildlife. Stands of emergent vegetation just off
of the site, part of the Detroit River Marshes Class 2
Provincially Significant Wetland, make this site
sensitive to impact. Off shore work will improve
shoreline habitat, complimenting the existing wetland.
A stormwater management facility to polish runoff
before it leaves will be created. The project at the Dean
site will include a near one half acre stormwater
management pond and sediment forebay and
more than two acres of shoreline naturalization.
The purpose of the Canadian Salt Company
Habitat Enhancement Project, located in Windsor
along the Detroit River north east of Fighting
Island, is to enhance and restore aquatic and
wildlife habitat in the river, reduce the depositing
of river sediment south of the company’s loading
terminal, and reduce erosion of the shoreline
south of the terminal.
The project involves constructing three habitat
islands in the Detroit River to protect the shoreline
and near-shore aquatic plants. A wetland will
also be constructed on the property to compliment
the habitat created by the islands. The company
has started to remove the salt tailing piles from
the shoreline as part of the habitat enhancement
work. This project will create 0.25 ha (1 acre) of
off-shore island habitat for fish and wildlife,
protect 2 ha (5 acres) of near shore and shoreline
habitat and create 0.25 ha (1 acre) of on-shore
wetland habitat.
The Canard River Marshes and Turkey Island to
the north have been identified as important fish
and wildlife habitat, particularly for staging
waterfowl. The Canard Marsh and Turkey Island
Habitat Project will repair the south marsh cell
dyke and the south finger dyke using rip-rap
and native materials such as willows, dogwoods,
and rootwads. The repairs will restore and stabilize the dyke, protect calm shallow water areas
used by migratory birds and create fish and
wildlife habitat. A Habitat Management Plan will
be developed as well to prioritize habitat
rehabilitation and enhancement works for the
two sites. Detailed implementation plans will
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Pêche Island

also be established.
The City of Windsor is proceeding with the
servicing of, Twin Oaks Industrial Park, a 200
acre parcel of land for industrial development.
The site is part of the Little River Habitat
Improvements and includes a 1150 metre section
of the Little River. This section of Little River has
been identified as having impaired and degraded
environmental quality, largely attributed to the
channelization and denaturalization of the river
which occurred prior to the development of
floodplain regulations.
The project will see the restoration of 2,300
metres of riparian habitat both in the stream and
along its banks. A greenway will be developed to
provide public access to the restored river and
will the link the site with other habitat corridors.
The Rouge River Remedial Action Plan (RAP) was
initiated in 1989 and has been heralded as a
model for community involvement and public
support. Implementing and updating the RAP is
a continuous basin-wide effort that is led by the
Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR)
in partnership with Southeastern Michigan Council
of Governments (SEMCOG) and other stakeholders.

than $500 million in community sanitary sewer
improvements have been made since 1988.
Another significant milestone in cleanup efforts
is the Rouge River NWWDP. A total of $129
million was allocated to Wayne County Department
of Public Works for 1993 and 1994. Managed
through the Rouge Program Office, the NWWDP
will adhere to a timeframe developed to facilitate
greater accountability and achieve a coordinated
effort to address wet weather problems within
the Rouge River Watershed. This represents
significant progress towards restoring the major
issue of restrictions on partial/total body contact
recreation in the Rouge River Basin.
Summary
Both Canada and the United States are undertaking numerous initiatives to restore and
enhance the natural heritage values of the
Detroit River including Biodiversity Strategies,
River Restoration, Fish Habitat and Rural NonPoint Source Remediation Programs.
Enhancement, monitoring, and remediation
programs are being implemented on both
sides. The Detroit River is now the focus of
an ambitious undertaking, as communities
work together to protect and restore a
resource vital to the common good of two
nations.

Numerous remedial and preventive actions have
occurred during RAP development and since its
completion that span across community activism
to municipal and governmental initiatives. More
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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Conclusion
The Canadian Heritage River System (CHRS) designation has the potential to be a catalyst that
will allow local governments, community organizations, businesses and individuals to work
together for the good of the Detroit River. What started as a singular project to have the river
designated as a Canadian Heritage River has already brought communities and people together.
With a successful CHRS nomination, the Detroit River will become the first international
heritage river given that it has already been designated a Heritage River in the United States.
The Greater Detroit American Heritage River Initiative resulted in President Clinton nominating
the Detroit River as an American Heritage River in July of 1998.
The Report has created a framework that could well provide benefits for years to come ranging
from increased community awareness of the cultural significance of the river to better quality
recreation, protection of natural features, strengthening of existing community partnerships and
the creation of new ones.
The Detroit River Background Report has documented previous assumptions that the major
human heritage and recreational value as well as significant natural heritage values of the
Detroit River and its watersheds are of “ Canadian Value”. For each of these three values, the
Report has highlighted significant events and features of the Detroit River and meet several of
the CHRS Values Guidelines as defined in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System: Objectives,
Principles and Procedures. The following specific points support this conclusion:

Human Heritage
The Detroit River’s human heritage values have evolved from centuries of use and settlement by
numerous cultures. The river was a centre for resource gathering, culture, and trade among
aboriginal people long before exploration, which began in the seventeenth century. The early
recognition of the river’s strategic importance led to the establishment of Fort Pontchartrain in
1701, and the first permanent European settlement in Ontario in 1748.
This settlement was one community, under one flag, where life centered on agriculture and
the fur trade. In 1783, this community became two countries, the United States and what was
then British North America, with the river as the boundary. The tensions that formed between
the two countries resulted in the War of 1812, and later, the Rebellion of 1837-38, with
important battles fought along the river’s Canadian shores in both conflicts. Fortunately,
peace prevailed, and the bonds formed a century ago between the first settlers would override
any remaining tension. Communities prospered in both countries, with each benefiting from
opportunities offered by the other. Entrepreneurs used the river’s resources, and other benefits,
to establish major Canadian industries such as Ford of Canada. Residents worked, and
enjoyed recreation opportunities, on both sides of the border, crossing back and forth on one
of the many river ferries.
This development was furthered by the river’s importance as a transportation route. Sail and
steam ships carried passengers and cargos from the river to several ports on the Great Lakes
or to the Welland and Erie Canals. By 1854, the first railway had made its terminus in Windsor.
As a vital link in a major transportation route to the opening west, thousands traveled by rail
to cross at the river before continuing with their journey. Today, autos and trucks greatly out
number trains while the Ambassador Bridge and Detroit-Windsor tunnel have replaced the
ferries. Millions of tons of cargoes are now carried by freighters, instead of by sail and steam
ships. The heritage of the Detroit River as a transportation route along with its continued
importance as a port and North America’s busiest border crossing, can not be over emphasized.
Throughout the centuries of exploration, settlement and development, generations have left a
legacy of the river’s heritage in countless cultural resources. Heritage buildings, period
museums, and waterfront parks are found in all of the river front communities. Historical
Detroit River A Canadian Heritage River Background Report
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accounts, some personal and others professionally published, provide a clearer view of past
lives. Songs, legends, literature, and artwork add a poignant interpretation of the river’s
history. Perhaps the most important cultural resource of all is the river itself. Today, the
river inspires feelings of awe, peace, and optimism, just as it did for the first explorers centuries
ago. These feelings, and the opportunities offered by the Detroit River are shared by all
generations. The Detroit River and its watershed constitute a microcosm of North American
history not found anywhere else. The significance of this history, and the river’s influence in
Canadian and American development, continues with a renewed understanding that all
communities, in both countries, share in its heritage. As the tercentennial of European
settlement nears, this continued spirit of cooperation will move the Detroit River, and its
communities, into the twenty-first century.

Holy Rosary Church

Summer scene by the Detroit River

Recreational Value
The most significant recreational opportunity directly related to the Detroit River is boating.
The river has been used for boating since the earliest Aboriginal settlements, and although
it will always remain a key transportation and shipping link, its travellers use recreational
watercraft along its lengths, and its tributaries in numbers not matched elsewhere in North
America. The Detroit River has developed a reputation as the premier boating river in North
America with more registered boats than anywhere else in the Great Lakes System.
The Detroit River system provides diverse habitats for a wide variety of fish and birds. In
fact, the River supports in excess of 3 million waterfowl including mallards, blue-wing teal,
wood ducks, black tucks, pin tails, scaup, canvasback and redheads and suitable habitat for
island nesting, colonial birds, and rare and endangered species. The rivers and marshes are
also home to significant spawning and fishing grounds to bass, walleye, perch and sturgeon
throughout the year. This diversity and quantity of fish and bird life have made the river a
year round centre of activity for anglers and hunters.
Communities along the Detroit River provide excellent quality public access to the river in the
many parks and open spaces set aside by the towns and cities. The region’s development
patterns and economic development were based on water, primarily the Detroit River – a history
that is reflected today in the cultural components of many waterfront community parks. These
lands are popular year round with joggers, cyclists,and fishermen, and offer spectacular
views of the Detroit River and the City of Detroit and down river communities shorelines.
Because of its prominent location, accessibility, and visibility, the waterfronts offer potential
to attract visitors from local, regional and international markets.
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Natural Heritage
The Detroit River possesses an outstanding natural heritage which contributes to both its
human heritage and recreational values. In describing the natural heritage values along the
river, it is important to note its vital role within the Great Lakes system and in linking habitats
and landscapes recognized for their significance far beyond the Detroit River region itself. The
landscapes, flora, and fauna of the Detroit River contain many unique, rare, and endangered
species of plants and animals not found elsewhere in Canada.
Since the glaciers retreated 10,000 years ago, the Detroit River has played a key role in the
shaping of the Great Lakes ecosystem. As the waters of post-glacial Lake Erie receded, the
present Detroit River channel was carved out of the flat, exposed lake bottom. As the land
continued to rebound after the removal of the weight of the glacial ice, a new drainage system
developed with the waters of the Great Lakes flowing along the French and Mattawa Rivers,
leaving the Detroit River basin dry.
From a habitat standpoint, the Detroit River links the deeper, colder and sparsely populated
upper Great Lakes, Superior, Michigan and Huron, to the warmer, shallower, and more
densely populated lower Great Lakes Erie and Ontario. The Detroit River connects Lake St.
Clair directly with Lake Erie. Lake St. Clair includes the St. Clair Flats, the largest wetland
complex in the entire Great Lakes basin and the St. Clair Delta, the world’s largest
freshwater delta. Lake Erie is the most biologically productive of all five Great Lakes,
underlining the significance of the Detroit River’s role as a vital link in the system. The
Detroit River also contains remnant Great Lakes coastal marshes, lake plain prairies, and
remnants of the world’s richest freshwater mussel fauna.
The rich soil and flat topography of the Detroit River and its watersheds provide excellent
conditions for the development of a lush forest and large areas of highly productive
wetlands. Such were the natural resources of the watershed, that in 1702, Antoine de la
Mothe Cadillac wrote of the Detroit River;
Egret
“This country is so temperate, so fertile
and so beautiful that it may justly be
called the earthly paradise of North
America.” In the mid 1800’s, David
Douglas, the English botanist for whom
the famous fir tree is named, described
the area as the “Eden of Upper Canada”.
During Douglas’ travels throughout the
world, the Detroit River was one of the
most impressive natural features he
encountered.These outstanding natural
components have provided the basis for
the development of abundant cultural
heritage values and recreational opportunities. The water, soil, plant, and animal resources
have all played an important role in the settlement and enjoyment of the Detroit River and its
watershed. The Detroit River ecosystem contains some of the most significant biological
communities in all of Ontario. The Detroit River is the only major river in Canada solely
within the Carolinian Zone, a zone widely recognized as one of the most biologically
significant and diverse regions in Canada including remnant tracts of Carolinian forest,
tallgrass prairie, oak savanna and wetlands. It is estimated that some 2,200 species of
indigenous plants are found here, including ferns, grasses, sedges and more than 70 species
of indigenous trees – in total more than one third of the rare, threatened and endangered
species found in all of Canada. In fact, this region in the Carolinian zone is one of Canada’s
most significant landscapes, and considered globally significant because of its biodiversity.
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Assessment of Integrity Values
The Detroit River‘s regime has remained basically unchanged since European explorers
discovered the area more than three hundred years ago. Today, it flows past the same
lands and islands, without impoundments, as it has for centuries. Its shorelines now include
urban skylines, rail lines, industrial developments and parklands, farms and natural areas
each of which represent significant periods of the river’s history. These land uses are part of
river’s heritage and tell a story of its influence in the development of Canada and the United
States.
The Detroit River’s history has also been preserved in several heritage buildings and museums
found in the river front communities. Folk tales, songs, artwork, literature, and historical
documents provide a colourful account of three centuries of development along the river.
These resources, and the river itself, provide opportunities for future generations to learn of
the river’s history and its impact on their lives.
The Detroit River offers outstanding recreational value and possesses a unique combination
and integration of recreational opportunities, use, and natural values. Together, the landscapes
of the Detroit River provide the capability for an outstanding recreational experience.
The Detroit River does not contain any man-made impoundments other than dyked wetlands at the mouth of the Canard River which
provide important habitat.
The Detroit River is the site of many recent
successes as local communities have responded
to the challenge to restore and rehabilitate the
natural resources of the river. Since the
Remedial Action Plan (RAP) for the Detroit River
was established, major efforts are under way to
reduce inputs of toxic chemicals, nutrients, and
bacteria; and the preservation, protection, and
enhancement ofnatural habitat.
The ecological future of the Detroit River is being
defined. The stage has been set for two
international communities to work together using
an ecosystem approach. Novel concepts in
habitat protection and restoration are being
implemented to protect the many rare and
endangered species living within the river and its
local watershed. Many of the improvement
projects under way along the Detroit River are not
required by regulation. Private and public agencies
are planning and developing projects which will
assist in overall improvements to the Detroit River
including Biodiversity Conservation Strategies,
River Restoration, Fish Habitat and Rural Non-Point
Source Remediation Programs.

City Marina Lighthouse

Both Canada and the United States are undertaking important initiatives to restore and
enhance the natural heritage values of the Detroit River. The Detroit River is now the focus
of an unprecedented effort, as communities on both sides of the river work together to
protect a resource that has shaped their history, is an integral part of life in the region today
and is vital to their hopes for the future.
The Detroit River Background Report documented three heritage values within the watershed,
which include human heritage, recreation and natural heritage.
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Based upon the three values, it is recommended that, the committee proceed with the
preparation of a formal nomination document, in accordance with the Parks Ontario and Parks Canada
guidelines.
The nomination document is to be submitted in October of 1998, so that the Province of Ontario
might then be prepared to recommend to the CHRS Board in February of 1999 that the Detroit River
be nominated as a Canadian Heritage River based upon its Human Heritage Values and Recreation
Value, as well at the rivers significant Natura Heritage Values.
Once nominated, a Management Strategy will be completed to accomplish full designation.
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