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Welcome to our 
Guided Tour 

of the Historic Tay 
Canal! 

 
This will take you on a guided tour of the 
Tay Canal and parts of the river, beginning 
at the Last Duel Park, In Perth, to the 
canal’s end at the Rideau Lake.    
We will accompany you along the way, 
with comments on the history, scenery and 
wildlife – and facts about the area that you 
might not have heard before.  
The guide was produced by ‘Tay Canal 
Tours’, which provided guided tours on the 
canal between 2014 and 2016.   
 
UNESCO World Heritage Site 
There is considerable history along the 
route of the Tay Canal, and one of the 
things that you will learn today is that it is 
a Canadian Heritage River, along with the 
Rideau Canal system.  It is also a Canadian 
National Historic Site, and, most 
important, it is a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site. This and the Rideau are the only 
Canadian rivers and canals to share these 
honours.     
 
Today, we will re-trace the route that the 
first settlers followed coming into this area 
in 1816.   
 
We will also follow the route of the 
original Tay Canal, built in 1834, and pass a 
number of historic sites – including that ite 
of the Last Fatal Duel in Upper Canada – 
view pristine countryside and, if the 
wildlife cooperates, sight some of our local 
bird species.  
 

We start at Last Duel Park dock, in the Perth 
Municipal Park and Campground. This is on 
both the Tay River and the Tay Canal, 
because the canal was built along the old Tay 
River.  
The canal is known as a slackwater system – 
dams are built along it to raise the water level 
so boats can travel on it.  This is the most 
northerly point of the Rideau Canal system – 
and, also, its highest altitude, at 131 metres.     
 
The Tay Canal runs 10km downstream from 
here, where it enters the Lower Rideau Lake 
at Beveridge Bay. Looking upstream, a few 
hundred metres from Last Duel Park is the top 
of the canal, at the Tay Basin in centre Perth. 
This was where the boats turned around, and 
it now offers dock space for small boats.   
 

 Quick History 
The first Tay Canal was built in 1834, two 
years after the Rideau Canal was finished. 
The Tay Canal was built for commerce – to 
export the area’s minerals, lumber and grain, 
and to bring in supplies. The rest of the 
Rideau Canal was built for military purposes - 
to provide an alternative water route 
between Kingston and the lower St. 
Lawrence.   
 
This first Tay Canal began in Port Elmsley, but 
it only worked for 30 years. Low revenues did 
not permit adequate maintenance, so, after 
the 1860s, it was only used for floating logs to 
eastern markets. In the 1880s, the Canadian 
government rebuilt the canal, and re-opened 
in 1890, with a new starting point at 
Beveridge Bay - through the Beveridge Locks.        
     
The 1890 canal was built 5’ deeper, and 
straighter. Along the way, we will see areas 
where the river was straightened, to 
eliminate ox-bows (on the old river bed).  
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In the early 1900s, the Tay Canal was a 
favourite for day trips and picnics – see the 
photo below.        
 

 
Picnic boat Arrah Wanna, Tay Basin, 1909 
 
The Old Burying Ground 
Before we leave Last Duel dock, look past the 
parking lot fence to the Old Burying Ground; 
the first cemetery in Lanark County. At the 
beginning, in 1820, it was separated into 
Catholic, Anglican and Presbyterian sections.    
 
The most famous person buried here is 
Robert Lyon – who was killed in Upper 
Canada’s last fatal duel.  Robert’s grave is 
under the large tree in the middle.  Later, we 
will pass the site beside the canal where the 
duel took place.   
 

Upstream from our Dock – the Bridges 
Looking back upstream from here, the first 
bridge is at Craig Street, on Highway 43; the 
next bridge is Beckwith Street; and, finally, 
Drummond Street Bridge.  
Beckwith is a swinging bridge – the oldest 
swinging bridge on the Rideau Canal system.  
 

The Bridge Master’s House 
Beside Beckwith Bridge is a little wooden 
Bridge Master’s house, dating from 1889. One 
bridge master, Russell, who lived here, 
tended a garden alongside the basin – known, 

appropriately, as Russell’s garden – photo.  

 
 

Perth Canadian Legion 
Beside Beckwith Bridge is the Perth Canadian 
Legion. They have an excellent military 
museum, which is well worth a visit.   
 
Heading Downstream from our Dock 
Now, we will leave Last Duel Dock, and paddle 
past the Last Duel Park Campground. 
Immediately, we leave the town and enter 
the countryside, with open fields on both 
sides.  
 

After the Campground  
Watch on the right for a row of telephone 
poles, which marks the border between Perth 
and Drummond/North Elmsley Township.  
Perth calls it South Street; it was also called 
the Scotch Line, after the first settlers.   
 
The last fatal duel in Upper Canada took 
place here, on June 13, 1833. It was illegal to 
duel in Perth, so the two duelists and their 
seconds stepped across the boundary to this 
spot on the river bank, in Elmsley Township.  
 
One duelist died – Robert Lyon, a 19 year-old 
law student. The other duelist, John Wilson, 
20 years, also an articling student, was tried in 
a Brockville court, exonerated, and left town. 
However, he had a distinguished career, came 
back years later, as a lawyer and judge, and 
married the focus of the duel – a young lady 
by the name of Elizabeth Hughes.    
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The Original Tay Canal Location 
Also at this location on the right we can see 
where the original bed of the river ran before 
the canal was straightened in 1890.    
We are now in Drummond/North Elmsley 
Township.  
 
The Tow Path – and Rideau Trail 
Along the left side of the canal, you will see 
rock placed to protect the banks – it is called 
rip-rap. This was the tow path, for horses or 
oxen to pull barges along the canal.    
It is now part of the Rideau Trail - one of 
Ontario’s most interesting trails, running the 
length of the Rideau, from Kingston to 
Ottawa. It passes through through the Town 
of Perth, then follows this side of the Canal 
back to the Rideau system.  

 
Perth Lagoons 
The next site on the right is not historic – the 
Perth Lagoon, which was built on one of the 
old ox-bows of the original river. They do a 
good job treating things, so the river does not 
suffer, except, perhaps, for fertilizer, which is 
said to have encouraged some weed growth.   
 

Taybank Cottage 
We will next pass the only building on the 
lower Tay canal - a beautiful Georgian style 
stone heritage home, built in 1863. This was 
an important area on the original river, called 
Dowson’s Rapids.   
When the first Tay Canal was built in 1834, a 
two-foot high dam and a lock were required 
here. We will see some remnants of these 
shortly.  A bridge crossed the river at this 
point, going to Rideau Ferry Road. 
 

 Taybank Cottage 

Perth Wildlife Reserve 
On the right, is the top end of the Perth 
Wildlife Reserve, which runs along the west 
bank of the canal for over one kilometre. It 
has a butterfly garden, trail and viewpoint of 
the marsh, owned and managed by Rideau 
Valley Conservation Authority.   
 

Original Canal Lock # Five  
The remains of Lock Five of the original canal 
are on the right.  What looks like an island is 
actually the outside wall of the ruined lock. 
Paddle around it to the right – and you will 
find a dock and Tay Marsh viewing platform 
provided by the Wildlife Reserve.  
 
The lock was 90’ long and 20’ wide. At its top 
end, was the dam across the river. The lock 
became surplus when the 1890 canal was 
built. The bridge here was also taken down, to 
allow large boats to come up.   
 
Just past the Lock Five ‘island’ on the right, 
we see the reserve’s wildlife viewpoint, and, 
in front of it, is the mouth of Jebbs Creek, the 
Tay Canal’s largest tributary creek, coming in 
from Otty Lake to the west.  Its mouth is 
hidden by reeds.       
 

The Tay Marsh 
The Tay Marsh is a provincially-significant 
wetland, and one of the largest in the Rideau 
system, at 5½ sq km - considered amongst the 
best wildlife viewing areas. There was a 
marsh here before the canal was built, but it 
was substantially expanded when the canal 
raised the level of the river.  
 
It is little-known outside of our area – but 
local folks know it as a pristine, recreation 
area where they hike, canoe, boat, fish and 
hunt (you will see duck blinds in it).  
The canal was cut through the marsh, to 
straighten the winding Tay River bed (photo 
below).   
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Notice all the reeds. In the early days, it was 
covered by wild rice – harvested by First 
Nations peoples.  It is said that upstream 
development has produced excess fertilizer 
which encouraged reed growth.  
 
In the winter of 1986, the Federal Ministry of 
Natural Resources attempted to open the 
marsh to restore animal habitat by burning it, 
from a helicopter.  It did not work, and the 
project was soon cancelled.   
  
Wildlife Viewing 

 
 
 
 
Black Tern  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the marsh, we can often view a wide range 
of bird species, a list of which is provided on 
this website.  The black tern - a species of 
special concern in Ontario - is common here.  
You might also see blue herons, tiny ring-
necked grebes, gulls, ospreys, vultures, and 
kingbirds, amongst others, and also muskrats 
or beavers.   
 
You would not know, from how peaceful it is 
here, that the canal runs between two high-
traffic roads – Highway 43 to the east and 
Rideau Ferry Road to the west.  Because, the 
distance between them is several kms, and 
there is considerable tree coverage, we hear 
very little.   
 
This area remains much as it was 200 years 
ago – quiet, pristine, and natural - because of 
its relative isolation. There are no public roads 

coming directly into it, and only three private 
roads.  One can only visit it by boat or hiking, 
and there is little development.    
 
Speaking of hiking, you will notice that the 
tow path and Rideau Trail on the left side 
have left the canal. It turned off to circle 
around the east side of the marsh.  It comes 
back to the canal at the bottom of the marsh, 
and crosses the river on the Beveridge Dam.   
 

Beveridge Dam 
Soon, we will see the Beveridge Dam, 
straight ahead on the canal.  We don’t go 
closer, because of the current. This dam is 
what maintains the water level required for 
boats to travel right up to Perth – that is, the 
slackwater channel.     
 
In high water, canoeists and kayakers 
sometimes portage around the dam here, and 
enjoy a few kilometres run down the river, to 
Port Elmsley. There are several rapids and 
shallow water later in the summer.   
 
This is an historic section, as it is the route 
followed by the original Tay Canal in 1834, 
which began at the hamlet of Port Elmsley. An 
interesting description of the 1834 canal may 
be seen on a plaque at the Port Elmsley 
Bridge, which also marks the location of 
several early local heritage mill sites.  Port 
Elmsley was one of the area’s largest 
industrial complexes in the 1880s. 
 

Haggart’s Ditch – start of the Tay Canal 
Here, we will turn right before the dam, and 
follow the canal for 2kms down to Beveridge 
Locks, where it joins the Rideau Canal and 
Lake.  This straight section was cut out when 
the new canal was built in the late 1880s.  
 
This section has been called Haggart’s Ditch – 
named after the Member of Parliament for 
Perth, John Haggart jr. Haggart was a major 
promoter of the re-building of the canal, to 
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improve Perth’s access to markets. It was 
somewhat controversial because he also 
owned a mill on the canal in Perth – and had 
suggested that the new canal be extended 
right up to his mill. Parliament did not think 
that it was a good idea. The old mill site, on 
Perth’s Mill Street, is now a beautiful area to 
visit.    
 

Upper Beveridge Lock 
Down the cut, we come to the upper 
Beveridge Lock. Here, there is an office 
building, a telephone, and washroom (and a 

stuffed heron and beaver😊.   The Rideau 
Trail runs along the east side of the lock and 
canal, down to Port Elmsley Road.   
 

 

‘Haggarts Ditch’, Beveridge Dam, Tay Marsh, 
and Lower Rideau Lake 

 
Some Local Information 
The upper Beveridge Lock and the lower 
Beveridge Lock, ½ km downstream, raise 
boats a total of 7ms (23’) up from the Lower 
Rideau Lake to the Tay River bed. These are 
locks #33 and #34 of the Rideau Canal system 
of 47 locks.  Poonamalie Lock is 9kms to the 
east, and Narrows Lock, 20kms west.   
 
The Beveridge Locks were constructed in the 
1880s, to be the gateway to the rebuilt Tay 
Canal. This reduced the number of locks to 

two, from five in the original canal, and cut 
the canal length to 10kms.  
 

Original Path of the 1816 Settlers 
Beveridge Bay was also the landing place of 
the first settlers traveling to Perth in the 
spring of 1816. They travelled up the Rideau 
River to the Bay from the Portland area on 
barges, and walked overland, 1 1/2 miles, to 
the Tay River. There they boarded boats and 
paddled up the river to the new town site of 
Perth. 
 

Lower Beveridge Lock 
The lock station is located at lower Beveridge 
lock, and also a two storey, frame 
lockmaster’s house, dating from about 1883.   
A descriptive sign at the station provides a 
brief history of the Tay Canal and its 
construction.  
This is a popular over-night dock for boaters 
and launch location for fishers – and a nice 
picnic area.      

≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈≈ 
We hope that you have enjoyed this short 
introduction to the Tay Canal and its river, 
and to our area’s history.  

Thank you  

for supporting our vision of 

maintaining a pristine Tay 

Canal that generations may 

enjoy! 

  

Friends of the Tay Watershed  

www.taywatershed.ca 

friends@taywatershed.ca 

We all live downstream! 
(This paper may be quoted with 

credit to the association) 

http://www.taywatershed.ca/
mailto:friends@taywatershed.ca

