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Looking at the Material Culture of Nineteenth Century Logging Camps: 

 An Algonquin Park Perspective and beyond 

Roderick (Rory) MacKay (Applied Research License R-177), April 2014 

 

 “The archaeology [of logging camps] is important to …the grandsons and granddaughters of the 

early loggers, some of whom are loggers themselves. It helps them appreciate what life was like for their 

ancestors and how different life is now” (Reynolds, 2010). 

Recent attempts to bring attention to a depot farm from about 1840 in Renfrew County -- on which 
tree-marking had taken place but no reservations around clearance cairns or foundation mounds had 
been set aside and through which road construction was planned -- raised awareness of an on-going 
issue. It prompted this resurrection and expansion of a paper prepared for an OAS conference workshop 
in 2010.  

Introduction 

 In 1975, archaeologist Bill Ross undertook to make an inventory of archaeological sites in the 
Basin Lake area and along the Bonnechere River, which flows out of Algonquin Park and enters into 
Round Lake some 20 km downstream (Ross, 1975).   He began his canoe voyage at the mouth of Basin 
Creek, which flows out of Basin Lake. In his report he made no mention of the archaeological resources 
of Basin Depot, a lumber camp complex straddling Basin Creek which had been used almost 
continuously between 1847 and 1960.  That was not an oversight in his report making: lumber camps, 
and for that matter just about anything from the Nineteenth Century was, at that time, not considered 
to be “archaeological” in nature or worthy of note (Blauberg, 2005).  Gradually times have changed, and 
historic sites -- including lumber camps -- have become recognized as sites worthy of protection and 
archaeological research.  

Since the late 1970s, this author has been involved with investigation of historical logging 
activities and Nineteenth Century sites in Algonquin Park, first in an historical context and since 1996 
from an archaeological perspective. Those investigations have progressed from location of sites only 
(MacKay, 1978a, 1980), to surface collecting and shovel testing under avocational licenses, to stage 
three investigations under a Research License. Due to the “interference” of a regular career, these 
investigations have been generally limited to a week or two in summer over the past three decades; 
thus the sample size of sites investigated, and here examined, is relatively small. While the examples 
herein are from Algonquin Park, similar sites can be found outside the Park boundaries, and wherever 
logging has occurred. 

Evidence that logging took place in the past is fairly evident in Algonquin Park. In addition to 
modern logging roads and other evidence that logging continues, there are older roads that are 
becoming overgrown. Occasionally there are sections of even older roads to be found, now only 
apparent because of the corduroy of cedar logs which assisted in the crossing of low or wet sections in 
winter. The remains of logging camps from the 1830s to the 1930s lie scattered about the Park, with 
associated artifacts. There are also plenty of logging camps from the 1930 to 1950 period, but under the 
current Management Plan “protection pending thorough study” does not extend to historic sites dating 
after 1940 (Anonymous, 1998).   One such camp on the Bonnechere River includes a large camp stove 
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and a 1950s period Pontiac automobile, as well as many smaller artifacts. Such “recent sites” will 
someday be old, and “history” may benefit from current protection and investigation.  

“It is imperative that we realize that the techniques of archaeology can be usefully applied to 
any period, no matter how recent, if by digging something up we can learn more than is found in 
written records” (Noel Hume, 1974).  

On the Waterways 

Most of the rivers of Algonquin Park have remnants of the dams, glance piers and timber chutes 
which were used to drive the square timbers and logs to Quebec and Ottawa respectively. The Mill-dam 
on the Bonnechere River was the site of the first sawmill in Algonquin park, constructed in 1848 
(MacKay, 1996; Swayze, 2003). The annual assault of the spring runoff altered or removed many such 
structures within decades of their construction, but it is the action of insects, fungi and bacteria which 
eventually removes the remnants of most structures above the water line. The careful observer may still 
find evidence of dams and slides where portions remain underwater. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Mill-dam, Bonnechere River, 1978 (R. MacKay)  Mill-dam, Bonnechere River, 2001, (R. MacKay) 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Crooked Chute Timber Slide  
Bonnechere River, 1981 (R. MacKay) 
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BASIN DEPOT 

Basin Depot in 1890.  Source: Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, Copyright:  2013 Queen’s Printer Ontario  

Basin Depot has been a lumber camp and supply depot since 1847, when Alexander McDonell 
had four “Chantiers” or work buildings located there. The site, on the “Little” Bonnechere River, later 
served as a stopping place for men travelling to the lumber camps. There was a clearance of 10 acres, 
both for the summering of horses and for growing a few vegetables, the latter in a field east of Basin 
Creek (MacKay, 1996).  By 1890 it was a collection of ten buildings.  

Investigations of the sections of Basin Depot west (BkGk-3) and east (BkGk-4) of Basin Creek 
have been carried out by various archaeologists in association with the Ottawa Chapter of the Ontario 
Archaeological Society and the Friends of Bonnechere Parks, with the support and permission of Ontario 
Parks. Preliminary shovel testing took place in 1996, under the direction of Chris J.-Andersen. That led to 
additional shovel testing and excavation during each of 1998, 1999, and 2000 (J.-Andersen and 
Ballantine, 2000).  An additional eight days’ work was carried out in 2009, with financial assistance 
provided by the Algonquin Forestry Authority and The Friends of Algonquin Park, with support from The 
Friends of Bonnechere Parks and Ontario Parks.  

The material culture from across the site provides a glimpse of daily life at a supply depot. Some 
artifacts from this site may be viewed at the Land of the Spirits exhibit at the Virtual Museum of Canada 
(Friends of Bonnechere Parks, 2006).  

Ceramics found during 1996 were identified as ironstone and refined white earthenware, but 
none could be assigned with certainty to the earliest period of the site. 

A Fifty one fragments of ball clay pipes were also found, one of which bore a partial mark of 
‘Henderson/Montreal’ which would be associated with a time period between 1847 and 1876…. 
Bottle glass was the most prevalent with flat pane and lamp chimney comprising the bulk of the 
material.... The relative scarcity of decorative glass again is suggestive of a modest economic 
level of the house occupants..... All identifiable liquor bottles appear to date from the 20th 
century and are found close to the house site.....The metal category is well represented with a 
preponderance of nails, followed by stove pipe and tin can fragments, spent cartridges and the 
all purpose baling wire. Other items include aluminum foil bits, cast iron stove parts, metal 
strapping and other pieces of metal@ (Carruthers, 1998).  
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While the house (see map above) served as a place of overnight accommodation and meals for 
men travelling into the lumber camps, it was also a home to the family running the stopping place and 
farm. Materials recovered from the house site suggest that the occupants had some of the regular 
comforts expected of home life. The last occupants were Phil Roche and his six daughters. 

In 1998 and 1999, volunteer archaeologists and the public, under the direction of Tom 
Ballantine, uncovered over 15,000 artifacts at this boarding house (J-Andersen and Ballantine, 2000).  
The Roche house measured 31 feet by 27 feet (9.4 m x 8.2 m). Most of the artifacts were in pieces, but 
whether the breakage occurred during occupancy or afterwards is unknown. Deliberate removal of the 
buildings might provide an explanation for the large amount of broken window glass. Often windows 
were Arecycled@ into other buildings if possible. A significant number of nails were recovered, of which 
90 percent were of the cut-nail variety and of a length suitable for shingling and application of board 
and batten siding. Container glass was the largest class of artifact, with much of it from brown or green 
bottles which likely held spirits. Some fragments of a square “case” or gin bottle were found. In 1998: 

AThe recovered dishes at the site [are] predominately ironstone with a few examples of refined 
white earthenware. Most of these bore transfer-printed designs....The ceramics found...were 
almost all of the white ironstone type….In general all the material recovered is post 1859.... A 
few sherds of a red crock lid were recovered. These are from a common storage vessel. A 
covered vegetable lid of ironstone, a few fragments of a banded bowl, a couple of painted and 
transfer-ware ceramics, as well as a few fragments of jasperware were recovered. These latter 
fragments were more expensive than the common ironstone and other wares and were likely 
from a treasured gift or heirloom@ (Ballantine, 1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A few ceramics (T. Ballantine)    Heart-shaped tobacco tag (R. MacKay)  
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Pipe fragments (R. MacKay)    Glass (from “Land of the Spirits”) 

A number of fragments of clay pipes were recovered near a hearth at the east end of the house, 
including those embossed with the names of Henderson and McDougall; both could date to the late 
1840s. Associated with these were a number of tobacco tags, which may have come from the W.C. 
MacDonald Company. Other artifacts found in 1998 included ammunition casings, lamp chimney glass, a 
few clay marbles, stove parts, several thimbles, buckets, buttons, and other items associated with rural 
household life. 

The majority of ceramics found in 1999 were of white ironstone, a type of ceramic generally 
used for everyday purposes. A few pieces came from the St. John=s Stone Chinaware Co., a Canadian 
firm, but the majority was of British manufacture. Very few of the fragments display a coloured pattern: 

AA single specimen of a crockery vessel with a light exterior and brown interior glaze was 
recovered. It would seem to be from a common household storage container. A single piece of a 
yellow-ware bowl with a blue band was also recovered. All of the recovered ceramic fit well 
within the period of occupation of the dwelling and are for the most part representative of a 
late nineteenth/early twentieth century occupation@ (Ballantine, 2000).  

Thanks to the presence of Laura Smith, a graduate student in archaeology, a report was written 
on bone found in the 1998 and 1999 excavations (Smith, 2000). Mammal bones included moose, deer, 
cow, dog, beaver, sheep, pig and striped skunk; bird bones included duck, ruffed grouse, crow or raven, 
and domestic chicken; fish included northern pike, bass, and trout. Smith noted that there is evidence of 
butchering on the mammal bones, with 92% of the cuts attributable to saw cuts. She also noted that 
two thirds of the meat was of domestic origin, with the rest wild.  Ballantine noted an apparent absence 
of long bones in the sample, suggesting “that these animals were being butchered elsewhere and 
brought to the Roche house as carcasses or cuts of meat, especially the beef.” He also noted that pork 
was under-represented in the sample, since historical references indicate pigs and sheep were raised by 
local farmers (Ballantine, 2000). It was common for salted pork packed in barrels to be used in logging 
camps (Pennock, 1948). 

Work in 2000 focused on a building near the Roche house but thought to be separate. It was of 
square shape, forty feet (12.1 m) to a side in dimension from the evidence of the berms. In addition to 
ceramics (almost all Ironstone), window glass, ball clay pipes, and cut nails of types previously indicated, 
this building included some wire nails, a “collection” of tobacco seals, and metal parts of some lamps 
indicating a date of manufacture after 1872 or 1873. Ballantine noted:  

“There were a few peculiar concentrations of artifacts from some units on the inside of what 
would have been the west wall of the structure as well as a fair bit of window glass. It is almost 
as if the location represented a workshop with a storage area for smaller bits and pieces of 
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things. In our imagination we might be able to see a work bench under a window with a 
collection of tins and boxes full of pieces of this and that@ (Ballantine 2001).  

In summing up the work from 1996 to 2000 and recommending future work, archaeologist Tom 
Ballantine remarked: “We should focus on the archaeology of the structures rather than artifact 
recovery@ (Ballantine, 2001).  

Work at Basin Depot continued in 2009, under the direction of archaeologist Ken Swayze, with 
the excavation of three one-metre by one-metre units in an area which had been established as the 
blacksmith shop in 1996 shovel tests. Investigation also took place in the vicinity of a former storage 
building. Additional shovel tests in areas not previously investigated numbered 292.  

The location of the blacksmith shop was also known from a test unit in 1996. Early in the 2009 
excavation, it was determined that within the stratigraphy of the soil there were small deposits of anvil 
scale and coal dust. Anvil scale is an oxide which forms on heated iron, and falls around the anvil when 
the iron is struck by a hammer, accumulating around the base of the anvil until deposited on the floor. 
The finding of anvil scale implies proximity to the anvil (Light, 1984).  A notable type of artifact from the 
blacksmith shop was a broad-headed short-shanked nail referred to as “scupper nails” (Carruthers, 
1998). Although not proven, the shape of these nails is highly suggestive that they were used to hold 
leather on a blacksmith’s bellows. Slightly over 100 of these nails were recovered.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dave Croft excavating at the blacksmith shop (R. MacKay)  Nails, possibly for a bellows (R. MacKay)  
  

Stratigraphy on the west wall of two adjoining units suggested that at some time a hole had 
been dug into the gravel, and sand layers and material from the blacksmith shop had been deposited 
therein. The debris in one unit included plates of cast iron which appear to have been associated with a 
stove, wooden planks which appeared to have been subjected to some charring, a collection of tin 
sheet, nails, melted glass, and other objects which might occupy the floor of a blacksmith shop. At a 
depth of about 87 cm, a broken scythe blade was found, and also a spade. Both units were excavated to 
this depth. In another unit, a rectangular core of wood which had evidently been surrounded by a layer 
of anvil scale was revealed. The wood ended in a gravel layer near the bottom of the unit. Apparently 
anvil scale was used as fill between a post and the surrounding earth.  
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Based on the evidence from the excavations and test pitting, the blacksmith shop appears to 
have had a stone forge, with a wood and leather bellows as its air source. The blacksmith used a variety 
of sizes of stock, based on some of the “cut-offs” found. A typical blacksmith shop would have metal 
debris on the floor, under work benches, under the bellows, etc (Light, 1984). Most of the nails found 
were cut nails, but many were horseshoe nails. Horseshoes were also found. The rectangular wooden 
beam dug vertically into the sand and gravel suggests that it may have been a structural post, or a 
vertical post for a work bench, which extended above 
the surface of the ground. It appears to have been a 
feature added after the blacksmith shop was in 
operation. 

At some point after the blacksmith shop was 
no longer needed, it was dismantled, and at least 
some of its material was pushed into a deep hole in 
the ground, perhaps one dug originally as the base of 
the forge, and then burned. Stones, presumably from 
the forge (a drip of slag was attached to one), were 
deposited into the hole over top of the bent sheet 
metal, cast iron, anvil scale, and other artifacts 
mentioned above. 

Some of the rocks in the original unit (R. MacKay) 

Analysis of the excavations near the storage building suggested, based on the number of buckles and 
hooks found, that it may have served for storing harness for at least a period of its use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Some harness fasteners, with 5 cm interval scale (R. MacKay) 

Axes found at Basin Depot, including felling axes for cutting trees, scoring axes for rough 
squaring of timbers, and broad axes for hewing timbers, suggest that it was more than a farm and 
stopping place, and indeed was a lumber camp. Recall that, in 1847, James McNaughton indicated four 
“Chantiers” to the west of Basin Creek in his field notes.  

Mapping and site investigation strongly suggest that the remains of the “Chantiers” or shanties 
lie within an aging poplar plantation, dangerous for archaeological investigation especially on a windy 
day. That location may have been confirmed by additional archaeology carried out at the edge of the 
plantation. “Artifacts and stratigraphy there are some of the oldest from Basin Depot to date and 
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together with the burnt layer suggest that buildings from the first half of the 19th Century are nearby.” 
(Swayze 2011b). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Broad-axe (I cm interval scale) (R. MacKay)                  Scoring axe in situ near a well (R. MacKay) 

Species at Risk issues curtailed further research activities at Basin Depot, but “in a moment of 
optimism for future archaeological work, the datum and baseline have been marked with iron bars that 
should be possible to locate some years hence” (Swayze, 2011a).  

(The Basin Depot site was once considered as a Adevelopment@ zone for campgrounds in the 
Algonquin Park Master Plan (1974); the development zone was relocated northward to Basin Lake in the 
subsequent Algonquin Park Management Plan (1998) after the work of 1996, thus protecting the 
archaeological resource at Basin Depot. It is unknown if there was a cause-and-effect relationship or if it 
was just good luck. The draft Agreement-in-Principle with the Algonquins of Ontario designated “Basin 
Depot” as a possible future site for cultural or ceremonial gatherings for the Algonquins (Anonymous, 
2012).  Even though some parts of the site have been disturbed by bulldozer and trucks, there may still 
be information to be learned through archaeology. At this time it is uncertain if Ontario Parks would be 
required to conduct salvage archaeology to recover the record of Euro-Canadian history before the site 
can be used by the Algonquins.) 

 

 

 

Volunteers excavating at 
 the Blacksmith shop 
(R. MacKay) 

 

 

 



9 

 

The Depot Farm of John Egan 

 As logging extended up the tributaries of the Ottawa River, supplies of vegetables and hay 
became more difficult and expensive to transport. Where possible it paid to “make the hay” locally, on 
farms cleared by the logging companies. The Depot farm of John Egan (BkGl-1) was an area of 150 acres 
cleared, with a number of buildings, high on the north slope of a hill overlooking the Bonnechere River 
valley. Records in the 1861 Canada Census state that it produced potatoes, oats and hay, as well as 
providing pasture for a large number of horses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This writer had determined the approximate location of the farm to Algonquin Park staff in 1978 
(MacKay, 1978b). Softwood trees had been removed by logging in 1968, and conversation with that 
jobber helped find the site. A specific location (pre-GPS), as well as mention of the stone piles and a 
foundation were submitted to Park staff in 1981, and published in two local histories (MacKay and 
Reynolds, 1993; MacKay 1996).  For reasons as yet not fully resolved, the site was “missed” by 
government foresters and thus not considered in harvest operations planning.  Algonquin Forestry 
Authority personnel had stopped work upon finding stone piles in the woods in 2000, and consulted 
Ontario Parks’ staff.  

No on-site inspection by an archaeologist took place, but pictures were taken of the stone piles 
and sent to MNR’s cultural heritage specialist. The specialist, after consultation with other experts, 
agreed with the AFA’s assessment that the stone piles were likely the result of land clearing for 
cultivation purposes. The AFA suggested, and Park staff agreed that “partial cutting operations could 
proceed as long as ‘every effort was made’ not to disturb the stone piles, existing roads and landings be 
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used wherever possible… and that no scarification take place after the harvest.”(KBM Forestry 
Consultants, 2003).   

Unfortunately, a few stone piles were run over, and skidder tracks were evident near and within 
some foundations. (MacKay, 2001; MacKay 2002)   A Forest Audit team later noted that:  

“The requirement to protect the cultural heritage values of the Park takes precedence over 
logging. The limited information about the precise location, extent and nature of the value 
combined with the lack of a thorough on-the-ground review of the site by qualified persons in 
advance of forestry operations were the principle reasons that adequate protection of the site 
was not afforded.” (KBM Forestry Consultants, 2003) 

Archaeological investigation of the site began in the summer of 2001, after the site had been 
logged. While the effects of logging provided obstacles to overcome, the new road provided easier 
access. Over 600 stone piles or “clearance cairns” approximately delimit the extent of past clearance. Six 
foundations were located not far from a small creek. Shovel tests, numbering about 400, were laid out 
in a grid in the vicinity of the foundations, extending to a distance of 40 metres in the cardinal 
directions. Artifact frequency diminished as distance from the foundations increased. The artifacts 
recovered included metal implements of both agricultural and logging activities. Almost all of the 
artifacts found were located within the top few centimeters of soil.  An assumption that all artifacts on 
sites to be logged are deep enough in the soil to prevent damage is likely inaccurate: skidders and trucks 
used in winter can destroy and displace artifacts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rory MacKay and a “clearance cairn,” 1979, (R. MacKay) Skidder tracks through foundation 
2 mounds, 2001, (R. MacKay) 

Use of a metal detector in a Provincial Park requires the permission of the Park Superintendent. 
Broken artifacts in a dump site (or “metal midden”) were located by metal detector. All find locations 
were recorded and mapped relative to the datum point.  Shovel testing in the area did not yield any 
non-metal artifacts.   

A few axes were found on the site, including a large broad-axe which bears an incomplete stamp 
resembling the word “Bytown”.  Axes which appear to be both for felling trees and scoring logs 
preparatory to squaring were also found.  
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Egan Farm felling axe (R. MacKay)          Egan Farm broad-axe (R. MacKay) 

Excavation near what may have been the hearth of a cabin revealed a broken “kettle” of cast 
iron composition. Other food related artifacts included spoons and a number of tin shanty plates in 
various conditions of completeness. There were also two broken skillets in the “metal midden,” as well 
as small pot lids of two types.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cast iron kettle (R. MacKay)          Metal shanty plate (R. MacKay)  
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Pot lid (R. MacKay)       Large spoon (R. MacKay) 

The base of a three-legged step stove was found, along with many other pieces for that stove 
and another. The three-legged design would make the stove stable on an uneven floor. There is no 
maker’s mark on the stove, just an interesting design on the stove door and a few decorative 
embellishments. The parts of the stove were assembled together and photographed (see MacKay, 
2005).  If anyone can identify the stove, please contact the writer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Design on the stove door (R. MacKay) 

Agricultural implements found on the site included a hay fork with two tines, a broken scythe, a couple 
of reaping hooks or sickles, and a spade, presumably for digging potatoes. Also found was an elongated 
fireplace which seems well suited for the boiling of maple syrup.  

 

Reaping hooks (R. MacKay)   Whiting and Cowan scythe   (R. MacKay) 
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Elongated fireplace (or sugar 
furnace) (R. MacKay) 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps among the most significant finds were those that were not made of metal, for they 
showed just a hint of escape from the rigors of logging farm life. A Murray pipe stem and a Henderson 
pipe stem were found, as well as a fragment of a pipe bowl sporting the face of a man.  Fragments of 
what may have been a tea cup exhibit hand painted leaves. A small quantity of heavy refined white 
earthenware was found as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From a shovel test (R. MacKay)  Effigy pipe bowl (R. MacKay)  
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Ceramic tea cup (R. MacKay)   Henderson pipe (R. MacKay) 

 

Comparison of the dates of 
manufacture of the pipe stems, 
scythe, step-stove, and tree-ring 
data (below) suggest the farm was 
abandoned in approximately 1867. 

Although much more could be 
learned from further research at 
the farm, Species at Risk issues 
curtailed plans for further stage 
three investigations. Within a few 
years the site was no longer 
accessible by road. 

 

 

 

Perley’s  Camboose Shanty 

In October 2008, work commenced on remains of a camboose shanty from 1871. It has 
continued through the following five years to the present. A camboose shanty was a large log building 
dominated by a central fireplace over which a hole in the roof served as a chimney. This particular 
logging camp (BjGp-2) was one of five associated with a depot farm along a common river system. Some 
diagnostic artifacts indicate it was a saw-log camp, but it could have been a square timber camp as well. 
Timber raft registers indicate that the Perley and Pattee Company did raft square timbers from this 
watershed in 1871, but also cut sawlogs into thousands of board feet of lumber at their Ottawa mills 
that same year. 
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Mounds meeting at right angles suggest a foundation (R. MacKay) 

Excavation has revealed some of the structure of the mounds surrounding the bottom logs of 
the building, as well as the structure of a quadrant of the camboose fireplace (MacKay, 2009a; MacKay, 
2009b). A longitudinal elevation profile through the shanty (below) reveals not only the elevated central 
fireplace mound, foundation mound, and external ditch, but also a deep pit. The pit appears to have 
been dug to provide all the soil for the fireplace mound and some of the soil to bank the lower logs of 
the structure.  No foundation mound appears at the south end because that transect went through the 
doorway.   

 

 

 

 

 Elevations across the shanty foundations at 7 m east (R. MacKay 

 

 

 

 

Camboose mounds as mapped.  
The doorway is to the south. (R. MacKay) 

 

Perley’s Shanty  

or Aarel Site (BjGp-2) 
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As in other lumber camp situations, the majority of artifacts found were made of metal. 
However, a few items have been located which are otherwise, including glass bottle fragments, pipe 
bowl fragments, and buttons. Some of the buttons are metal, some bone, but most appear to be white 
glass. Some are quite small. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fragile shanty tea bowl (R. MacKay)     Broken liquor bottle (5 cm intervals) (R. MacKay)              

  

 

 

 

 

 

Clay pipe fragments (R. MacKay)    Axe file (R. MacKay)  

 

 

 

 

 

 Scoring axe (R. MacKay)   Adjustable hook to hang over the fire (R. MacKay) 
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Food remains from the camp include identifiable bones from cow, pig, and a beaver (one 
vertebra), hundreds of bone fragments, as well as three half beans found among the fireplace ashes.  A 
publication on this site is in preparation. 

 

The Big Pines Trail Logging Camp 

 In 1999, an old lumber camp was discovered not far from Highway 60. It and a nearby stand of 
large white pine were incorporated into a self-guided trail by the Park interpretive staff (Anonymous, 
2000). Seldom does one walk along that section of the Big Pines Trail without overhearing someone 
remark that the logging camp would be suited for archaeology. 

Only three foundations have been located. The largest, interpreted to be the sleep camp, is between 
14.3 and 14.8 metres long and 9.5 to 10 metres wide, with a gap or entranceway in the southern wall. 
To the east is another large structure, presumed to be the cookery. It is 11 metres long and 9 metres 
wide, with a 4 metre by 4.7 metre addition at the rear. Immediately adjacent to the eastern wall of this 
building is a large mound of rocks and earth. The smallest foundation (the office) lies to the south and 
east. It has dimensions of 5.8 metres by 5.2 metres.  

Some collection of artifacts from the forest floor was done in 2000, as the trail was being 
constructed. Unfortunately a number of artifacts were removed by persons unknown while permission 
to collect them was sought. What could be collected included fragments of a broken cast iron kettle, an 
axe head marked “St John,” fragments of a cross-cut saw, and some cut links of chain. Window glass 
(burnt), bottle glass, and a few fragments of stove pipe have also been found on the site, as well as parts 
of a Rosedale stove with a patent date of 1883.  Inspection of a roll of metal found in November 1999 
revealed the sheet metal was from a box of tobacco bearing the logo and name of the McDonald 
Tobacco Company. Research with the company placed that particular logo pattern as having been used 
about 1892. At that time the Perley and Pattee Company, of Ottawa operated on that timber limit. It 
was later held by the St. Anthony Company of Whitney.  

Jack Mihell, a retired forester who has an interest in cultural heritage features, wrote:  

The floor is flat and without a central camboose mound…. Depressions around the outside walls 
indicate the walls were banked by adjacent soil. We found no tarpaper remains here or 
anywhere else at the camp which of course would have been consumed by fire. The style of roof 
is therefore in question…In this era, I’m thinking the roof would have been of logs. I picture this 
building as a camboose style without the roof vent, heated by an enclosed stove” (Mihell, 1999).  

Of course further investigation, including shovel testing and excavation, could provide further 
insights.  
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Map of Big Pines Trail Logging Camp (After Mihell) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Foundation mounds inside a protective fence (R. MacKay) 
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DISCUSSION: 

 History is not just about Prime Ministers and scandals in the senate; it includes the lives of 
ordinary men and women. For that reason there is something to be gained from learning about the ways 
in which countless men spent the winters of the past, working in the lumber camps. It may be said by 
some that what went on in the camps in Northern Ontario, or in Algonquin Park, is too recent for 
concern by archaeologists. So easily do the decades slip by; what was once the recent past of memory 
becomes the distant archaeological past, complete with an incomplete record and conjecture.  As with 
all things archaeological, the objects recovered from the ground are but objects, unless they are 
recovered with attention to their spatial context. Sites that have been interfered with significantly 
through an absence of protection -- from investigation by unlicensed “collectors,” from logging without 
reservations around cultural features, or from development -- can tell us little. (But even on disturbed 
sites there is hope that some undisturbed parts remain for future study). 

 While there are a fair number of logging camps known, there are likely very few “undisturbed” 
camboose shanty sites in Algonquin Park. The Park has been a destination for recreationalists for over a 
hundred years, and some of those travelers have been more than a bit curious about the old logging 
camps they found along their route. The late Henry Taylor, an old lumberman, wrote in Sylva magazine 
that he recalled Aseveral old foundations in my travels in the bush and digging in the big pile of old ashes 
in the centre I have found the old clay tobacco pipes and pieces of charred beef bones@ (Taylor, 1951). 
Over the years many important artifacts have been removed from historic sites by the public, quite 
illegally (Anonymous, 1974). A Former District Forester informed this writer that he had heard a rumour 
that in the “old days”a few forest workers had been known to poke around in the central fireplace of a 
camboose shanty to check for bottles and other Acollectable@ items, even knowing that such action was 
not permitted. All of that was back when historical sites weren’t considered important to leave for 
future generations, not in the recent past. It was also, fortunately, the behavior of only a few. 
Fortunately, most Park visitors are aware that the modern practice to “leave no trace” also means 
“leave things as they are.” That still leaves undisturbed camboose shanty sites extremely rare, among 
logging camp sites that are hard to find in the undergrowth.  That makes it all the more important for 
someone to make the effort to locate the undisturbed nineteenth century logging camps in Algonquin 
Park, and, I would argue, to examine a representative sample archaeologically. One might think that 
would be easily accomplished, since all logging camps in a park would be known by location, but 
unfortunately that is not so.  

Algonquin Park is a vast area operated by a small and dedicated staff. Although it is a National 
Historic Site as well as a Provincial Park it has no heritage specialist; “There are no archaeologists on the 
staff of Algonquin Park – or Ontario Parks for that matter….”(Reynolds, 2010).  The discovery of “new” 
historic sites is primarily a fortunate by-product of the requirement to reserve such sites from logging. 
What sites are discovered are almost exclusively in the Recreation-Utilization Zone (about 50% of the 
Park only). Decisions about the extent of protection buffers for sites are made on a case by case basis, 
using information collected in the field by trained personnel, but not after detailed archaeological study.  
However, an archaeologist is consulted in determining the level of protection given.  

An inventory of logging camps and other heritage resources across the whole Park is nowhere 
near complete, if ever it can be.  Cuts to the operating budget and staff have been deep over a period of 
decades. “The management of Algonquin Park is a balancing act between competing uses, interests, and 
priorities within a fiscal reality” (Oakley, 2012).  The comparative remoteness of sites in the bush, the 
tendency of the forest to obscure old sites, and the uncertainty of location for sites given in some oral 
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history interviews and from “sketch maps.” makes the practicality of government-initiated boots-on-the-
ground inspection of all formerly reported logging camps a near financial impossibility, unless cultural 
heritage management is given a higher priority. Presumably, the Park staff will continue as best they can 
in their work to improve and add to the electronic cultural site database.   

What research archaeology is carried out in Algonquin Park appears to be the realm of the 
interested avocational alone. One wonders if an opportunity is being missed by universities to provide 
an opportunity for archaeology students to fulfill thesis requirements in Ontario, while adding to the 
cultural knowledge of the Park. 

Algonquin Park is not the only region where “old time logging” took place. Local logging camps 
are worthy of archaeological attention wherever they may occur. Logging camps existed throughout the 
Ottawa Valley, the Kawartha lakes country, and across the near north. No matter where they are found, 
the opportunity (indeed the responsibility) exists to carry out studies on those sites by licensed 
archaeologists involved in Cultural Resource Management activities. 

 What shall we do with all the lumber camps? “Not to worry,” some might say. “We know all that 
went on in them. Besides, the record of what is in the ground will last for hundreds of years, if only we 
leave it alone. Let nobody know where the resources lie and that is how the archaeological record will 
be protected. There is no urgency to study historic site archaeology, especially of something as common 
as lumber camps, and thus we need not have archaeologists conduct research on them. It will be safe to 
wait until there is money enough to study them.” But I say they are wrong. 

For example, the Perley Shanty appears not to have been Amessed with@ by curious visitors, at 
least based on the intact stratigraphy at that site. However, evidence there suggests that tree root 
growth may significantly alter vertical and horizontal position of artifacts or other aspects of a feature; 
significantly so, given enough time and enough roots. When a tree falls in the forest, does it take 
stratigraphy with it? You bet it does! Foundation mounds provide a great spot for young trees to grow. 
Decades later, winds may topple and uproot such trees, moving stratigraphy and artifacts both.  Falling 
trees are but one concern. Like the Perley shanty, many logging camps were built close to rivers and 
streams, sometimes but a few metres away; over time erosion by the spring run-off also takes its share 
of sites.  Regardless of the means -- human interference, erosion or frost-heaving, or shifting by growth 
of tree roots or other vegetation, spatial orientation once modified becomes lost contextual fact and 
thus examination of logging camps should not be delayed (MacKay, 2009b).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rocks displaced by roots (R. MacKay)       River erosion at Perley Shanty site (R. MacKay) 



21 

 

There can be no substitute for “boots-on-the-ground” verification of location and evaluation of 
old logging camp foundations and depot farm buildings.  A Cultural Heritage Management Plan for 
Algonquin Park, long overdue, cannot be written without a proper inventory.  Logging camp sites 
throughout the Province should be investigated through mapping of the sites, measurement of 
foundations and features, and eventually through shovel testing in high use areas.   It is acknowledged 
that such inventory work can be costly, but our logging heritage deserves to be recorded, properly.  (The 
investigation of logging camps should not be left to “metal detectorists” by default.)  

Today’s archaeological investigations are usually carried out by consultants in a competitive 
Cultural Heritage Management environment, in “developed” areas, with procedures directed by 
Ministry expectations and standards. Some have suggested that the research aspect of archaeology gets 
lost in the regulations and process. Work on logging sites for research purposes may not be done at all, 
if too expensive.   Fortunately there is a growing realization by government that conditions are different 
for sites on the Canadian Shield, where most logging camp remains are located. I would suggest it is 
better that the archaeology be done with rational expectation. For example, when determining the size 
of a depot farm, that mapping of the stone piles or clearance cairns should provide enough adequate 
spatial information to replace shovel-testing of the entire area of old fields. Some depot farms were 
over a hundred acres in area. It would seem financially counter-productive, at least from a research 
perspective, to dig and screen hundreds to thousands of shovel-tests between clearance cairns, when 
the very purpose of the cairns was as a repository for rocks and broken equipment that would make 
harvesting of crops difficult.  

 Over the decades, forest workers managers in Algonquin Park have become aware of the need 
to protect cultural resources. Alas, it seems that some managers and foresters outside Algonquin Park 
may not be fully aware that there are guidelines for management of cultural features in forested areas 
(Anonymous, 2011; Anonymous, 2007) or that old farm clearance cairns or foundations should be 
considered for reservation as cultural features. Although somewhat out-dated (reference is made to 
consultation with Regional Archaeologists, which no longer exist), the Forest Management Guide For 
Cultural Heritage Values acknowledges that cultural heritage resources found in forested areas are 
fragile, rare and non-renewable. It would appear that there is a need for locating logging camps beyond 
“as required and when necessary.”  

Adherence to regulations or guidelines is only a part of the rationale for investigating logging 
camps and other aspects of the logging industry. While there have been many studies regarding the 
activity that took place in logging camps (Boultbee et al, n.d.; Curtis, 1981; Head, 1980; Lloyd, 2006), and 
a few personal recollections (Hillis, 1967, Macnamara, 1959; Pennock, 1948; Taylor, 1951 ) we just don’t 
know much about them from an archaeological perspective, at least in Ontario. Some parallels exist with 
the American scene, where a few studies have taken place (Rohe, 1985; Rohe 1986), but those 
publications too call for further investigation:  

“While almost all general studies of the lumber era give some attention to the logging camp, historians 
have not conducted exhaustive studies on these settlement forms. Logging camps experienced 
enormous change in size, layout, architectural style and other characteristics between the 1830s and 
1930s. The nature of these changes is not fully known. Even one of the most basic physical attributes of 
logging camps, their layout or the intra-site arrangement of buildings and activities, has not been 
examined systematically in the literature. The differences in logging camp arrangements in time and 
space, as well as the factors influencing these variations provide a basis for a more complete 
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understanding of logging camps and the men who labored in them…. The paucity of archaeological data 
to corroborate the documentary record and fill in the gaps in the historical record prevent any 
irrefutable statements on changing logging camp layout. …There is a need for a larger sample of site 
plans where the nature and function of individual structures are identified” (Rohe, 1986). 

 We must not allow it to pass that this generation of archaeologists, foresters, and students 
missed the opportunity to study the logging camps that played such an important role over many 
generations and in countless communities across Ontario. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Above shows approximate location of sites to which reference is made in this article. 
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