Looking back... with Alun Hughes
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SHADES OF REYNOLDSVILLE AND DECEW TOWN:
A HISTORY OF POWER GLEN AND VICINITY

Water Plant
Feeder Canal

Map by Loris Gasparotto

The year 2008 marks the 110th anniversary of
the DeCew Falls Generating Station at Power Glen,
the cradle of hydro-electric power in Ontario.
This article traces the history of the Power Glen area
from pre-European times. As the map above shows,
the area includes not only Power Glen proper below
the Niagara Escarpment but also a significant
amount of land above, for their histories are
inextricably linked. For convenience I shall refer to
Power Glen throughout my article, even though the
name itself only dates from 1904.

During this period the Power Glen area was very
different from the present day, especially above the
Escarpment. There were no reservoirs, just the broad
shallow valley of Beaverdams Creek (which still
flows over DeCew Falls into Twelve Mile Creek),
with two major tributaries extending to the east and
southeast. And, of course, there was no power station
below the Escarpment, which meant that the Twelve
remained a relatively narrow, meandering stream all
the way to Lake Ontario.
Early Loyalist Settlement

The Pre-European Period

The American Revolutionary War ended in
defeat for the British, and there arose an urgent need
to provide food and shelter for the many refugees
(Loyalists, soldiers, Butlers Rangers and natives)
congregating about Fort Niagara. The obvious
solution was to open up the Niagara Peninsula for
settlement, and to engage surveyors to subdivide the
land in a regular fashion. But surveys were delayed,
and the result was what might be called controlled
squatter settlement, with refugees selecting sites
for themselves while the authorities did their best to
manage the situation. One such area of settlement,
known as Murrays District, extended along the
Twelve Mile Creek between Power Glen and Lake

The Niagara Peninsula has a long history of
aboriginal occupation, as attested by archaeological
remains dating back thousands of years. At the time
of first European contact in the late 16th and early
17th centuries it was inhabited by the Neutral
Indians, but in about 1650 they were attacked and
destroyed by Iroquois from the Finger Lakes
region. The Iroquois did not occupy the Peninsula,
however, and it remained largely uninhabited until
the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783.
At this time the main European presence lay across
the Niagara River at Fort Niagara, built by the
French in 1726 and captured by the British in 1759.
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Ontario and included much of what is now St.
Catharines. The Murray in question was Lieutenant
Duncan Murray of the 84th Regiment, who had
some kind of jurisdiction over the settlers there,
possibly in his capacity as a magistrate.

along Lake Ontario and the Niagara River, and four
others inland. Squatters like the Turneys were
allocated the lots on which they had already settled.
Power Glen was in Township No. 3 (later
Grantham), which was surveyed by Daniel Hazen
during the first three months of 1788. In most
townships the survey lines ran north-south and eastwest, making for rectangular lots. But in Grantham
the east-west lines ran at an angle parallel to the
lakeshore, and the lots were parallelograms. Many
main streets in St. Catharines follow these survey
lines, and the awkward intersections cause navigation
problems to this day, problems that are compounded
by winding streets following former Indian trails,
like St. Paul, Ontario and Niagara Streets.

The first settler in the Power Glen area was
probably John Turney or his son George, both
former Butlers Rangers. The Turney homestead
stood by the old Indian trail that became Pelham
Stone Road, and the family burial ground still exists
near the road leading from Power Glen village to the
valley bottom. Another early settler, who had land
above the Escarpment, was John DeCew (to whom
we will return later). But the most significant
individual in the early history of Power Glen
probably never lived there. This was Duncan Murray
himself, who built the first mills in 1786.

The southern limit of Grantham Township lay
just above the Escarpment crest. Beyond this was
Township No. 9 (later Thorold), which was partly
laid out by surveyor Augustus Jones in 1788 and
completed by Thomas Welch in 1794. Here the
survey lines meet at 90° and the lots are rectangles.

Murrays and Hamiltons Mills
Grist mills and saw mills played key roles in
pioneer society as sources of flour and lumber. At
first all mills were Kings mills, financed and owned
by the Crown  private ownership was not allowed.
This restriction was lifted in 1786, and the
authorities identified 15 potential mill sites in what
was to become Upper Canada, one of them in the
DeCew Falls area.

The Thomases and John DeCew
Hazens survey gave Robert Hamilton formal
title to lots 22 and 23 in the 10th and southernmost
concession of Grantham (concessions being rows of
lots, numbered 1 to 10 from the lake). In 1800 he
sold his mills and most of his land to Jesse Thomas,
who passed them on to his son Peter. It was Peter
who, in 1811, built a substantial new grist mill at
Power Glen from the pink Grimsby Sandstone later
used for many major buildings in Niagara.

As a military officer, Murray was entitled to a
substantial grant of free land. Though there were
still no surveys, he selected land in the Power Glen
area and in 1786 began building a saw mill and grist
mill on the Twelve, but died before they were
completed. The property was acquired by prominent
Queenston merchant Robert Hamilton, who finished
the work in 1787, and, it is believed, engaged John
Hainer as the first miller. That same year Hamilton
was contracted to supply the garrison along the
Niagara River with flour, and around the same time
he built a trading establishment or store on
Twelve Mile Creek, just upstream from where the
Burgoyne Bridge is today.

Very little of the grist mill remains, for it burned
in the mid-1890s and stone was taken for use in
other buildings. More recently it has been seriously
vandalised. About 300 yards upstream of the grist
mill are the remains of a mill dam, which created a
pond that extended into Jacksons Flats. A raceway
conveyed water from the pond to the saw mill, which
was located near the dam, and then to the grist mill.

The main east-west route below the Escarpment
(the former Iroquois Trail) crossed the Twelve at this
point, and it may also have been the head of creek
navigation for all but very small vessels. One can
picture flour being carried by land from the mills at Power
Glen to the store, transferred to boats, and
then taken by water to the Niagara River. It should be
noted that Hamiltons store was the very first
building known to have been erected in what
became the village of St. Catharines.
The DeCew House in the 19th century

Township Surveys

Above the Escarpment, meanwhile, John DeCew
had acquired 200 acres of land in Thorold, and by
1792 had built a log cabin and a saw mill on
Beaverdams Creek about two-thirds of a mile above

The long-delayed surveys commenced in June
1787, serving to divide the Peninsula into townships,
and the townships into 100-acre lots. By early 1789,
ten townships had been laid out in whole or in part
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DeCew Falls. An oil mill followed, and DeCew
evidently prospered, for in about 1808 he built a
fine Georgian-style stone house across the road
from his cabin. (Sadly, the house suffered two major
fires, in 1938 and 1950, and only the reconstructed
lower walls remain.)

Cou, where she encountered natives who took her
to the DeCew House. The field in question was
probably the open area that still exists between
DeCew Falls and the Escarpment, for this was the
land in Grantham that DeCew bought in 1812.
With the return of peace, John DeCew rebuilt his
saw mill and constructed a stone grist mill with a
large overshot wheel at DeCew Falls. Other pioneer
services followed, and a small community called
DeCew Town developed between DeCews house
and the falls. There were now two concentrations of
milling activity, along Beaverdams Creek above the
Escarpment and along Twelve Mile Creek below.

In 1812 he bought land extending from the
DeCew House to the mouth of the DeCew Gorge.
Most of this was in Thorold, but it also included land
atop the Escarpment in Grantham. The purchase
gave him control of a lengthy stretch of Beaverdams
Creek and a section of the main east-west route
above the Escarpment (the former Mohawk Trail,
now DeCew Road). However, the outbreak of the
War of 1812 and DeCews imprisonment by the
enemy in 1813 put further development on hold.

The First Welland Canal
John DeCews ambitions did not stop at milling,
and he was an early supporter of William Hamilton
Merritt and the First Welland Canal project. DeCew
stood to profit handsomely from this, for the route
as originally planned ran right through his property.

Laura Secord and the War of 1812
On June 22, 1813, in the second year of the war,
Laura Secord made her epic trek from Queenston to
the DeCew House, then in use as a British supply
depot, to warn of an impending American attack.
Two days later the advancing enemy were ambushed
by native warriors in the beechwoods of northeastern
Thorold and defeated at the Battle of Beaverdams.
This battle is noteworthy as the only one to be
fought on the British side entirely by natives  the
regular troops under Lieutenant James FitzGibbon
arrived only in time to receive the surrender.

When construction began in November 1824 the
canal was only intended to connect Lake Ontario
and the Welland River; this river and the Niagara
River provided the link to Lake Erie. The original
route ran north from the Welland River through a
ridge of high ground to the present site of Allanburg 
the ridge was to be crossed by means of a tunnel 
then northwest along one of the tributaries of
Beaverdams Creek towards DeCew Falls, passing
through the middle of John DeCews land. It
descended the Escarpment west of DeCew Falls (by
means of an inclined railway, not locks), and
followed Twelve Mile Creek past Thomas mills
to Lake Ontario.
Early in 1825, however, when construction was
very little advanced, several factors caused a major
change of plans. The tunnel idea was replaced by an
open excavation (the so-called Deep Cut), and the
Beaverdams Creek route was abandoned for one that
ran directly north over the Escarpment. This not
only deprived John DeCew of a canal running
through his land, but had the unfortunate side effect
of reducing the water supply to his mills. Facing
ruin, he broke off relations with Merritt and in the
mid-1830s sold his property and moved to
Haldimand County. There, aided by substantial
compensation received from the Welland Canal
Company, he founded another community called
Decewsville, west of Cayuga.

Bust of Laura Secord on her gravestone

Though Laura deserves full recognition for what
she did, questions remain about her journey, among
them whether or not it made any difference (some
argue that FitzGibbon knew of the intended attack
from other sources). Other questions concern the
route she followed to the DeCew House, though her
own testimony and that of FitzGibbon suggest that
she probably came through the Power Glen area.
Leaving her Queenston home early on the 22nd,
she likely followed the Iroquois Trail (later Old
Highway 8) through St. Davids to St. Catharines,
where she would have crossed Twelve Mile Creek by
a bridge. She then followed the line of Pelham Road
towards Power Glen, where she apparently re-crossed
the Creek by means of a fallen tree. By this time it
was getting dark, and on ascending the Escarpment
she found herself in a field belonging to a Mr. de

In 1837 DeCews grist mill, newly refurbished,
was put up for sale, but it is not known if anyone
bought it  possibly not, because it was in ruins by
the mid-1860s. DeCews other enterprises probably
met the same fate, and DeCew Town began a slow
decline. All thats left today, apart from the DeCew
House ruins, is an 1820s house that may once have
been a blacksmiths and is now a bed and breakfast.
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Reynoldsville

died in 1896, bringing to an end an important
chapter in Power Glens history.

Below the Escarpment the situation was different,
for the change in the canal route had a much smaller
impact on the water supply for the mills at Power
Glen. These continued to operate as before, though
their history over the next quarter-century is
unclear. There may have been a succession of
owners, including two established millers from the
Short Hills, Samuel Beckett and Samuel Street, but
conclusive evidence remains to be found.

Mountain Mills and the Waterworks
Meanwhile, in 1872, a new stone grist mill 
Mountain Mills  had been built at DeCew Falls by
Robert Chappell of Thorold. This is essentially the
mill that stands there today, just inside the boundary
of St. Catharines. Unlike DeCews grist mill, it was
powered by a turbine rather than a water wheel. But
no sooner was it built than its water supply was
threatened by another development; this was the
establishment of the St. Catharines Waterworks.

By mid-century the mills were called the Crown
Mills. The reason for this is uncertain, for the name
suggests government ownership, which was never the
case. They also seem to have suffered a decline, for
their owner William King described them as
dilapidated. But that was soon to change, thanks
to Benjamin Franklin Reynolds, an American from
New York State, who bought the property in 1854.
Reynolds revived the fortunes of the area and
established the village of Reynoldsville. Prior to this
it is not clear if any village existed, but by 1871 it
had a population of about 60. It included tenement
houses for the millworkers and a much larger house
for Reynolds himself. Tradition has it that the
married men occupied the tenements, while the
single men lived above the kitchen in Reynolds
own house, which still stands today.

DeCew Falls and Mountain Mills early in the 20th century

Public water supply was a major issue in the mid
19th century; well water was often unfit for drinking
and the water needed for firefighting was often
lacking (this is partly why Thorold lost most of its
downtown in a huge conflagration in 1866). In
1857 legislation was passed authorizing the Town of
St. Catharines to locate a waterworks anywhere
within ten miles of its boundaries, and the site
eventually chosen was on Beaverdams Creek next to
Mountain Mills. The Creek was dammed just above
DeCew Falls to form two reservoirs, the area was
landscaped to create a park-like setting, and water
was piped down the Escarpment through Power Glen
to St. Catharines. The work began in 1875 and was
completed three years later, giving the Saints, the
people of the newly incorporated City of St.
Catharines, much reason to celebrate, for the water
was of the purest and most wholesome quality.

Reynoldsville in late 19th century, with grist mill at right

Reynolds was an important local figure. In
addition to his 160 acres at Power Glen, he had a
100-acre farm in Pelham and owned several
properties in St. Catharines, where he ran a general
store. His saw mill supplied masts to the Shickluna
shipyards in St. Catharines and timber for the Third
Welland Canal, and a blacksmith and carriage shop
turned out a variety of products. The grist mill,
however, seems to have ceased operations by about
1870, a victim perhaps of competition from much
bigger mills along the Welland Canal.
In 1886, at the age of 75, Reynolds was seriously
injured in an accident and put his property up for
sale. It is not clear if the mills ever sold, but they
were shut down in 1893, and a year or two later the
grist mill was destroyed by fire. Reynolds himself

St. Catharines Waterworks reservoirs, ca. 1900
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To forestall damage claims for loss of water
supply, Mountain Mills was purchased by the St.
Catharines Waterworks Commission and leased to
various operators. In 1883 it was sold to Wilson
Morningstar, which accounts for its alternative name,
Morningstar Mill. It suffered serious damage in a
fire in 1892, but was rebuilt by Morningstar, who
continued running it until his death in 1933. After
many years of inactivity the mill has now been
restored by the Friends of Morningstar Mill.

Expansion work began very soon. Additional
penstocks were built (eventually there would be
seven), the power house was extended, and in 1904
two huge new reservoirs, Lakes Moodie and Gibson,
were created (though at the time they were smaller
than they are now). Since Lake Gibson lay astride
the water supply to the waterworks, the aqueduct was
abandoned and a weir at Allanburg split the feeder
canal in two, one branch leading to Lake Gibson and
the other to the waterworks.

The DeCew Falls Generating Station

In June 1904 Reynoldsville was officially
renamed Power Glen when the village acquired a
post office (the pretty name was chosen by
Mrs. Sangster, wife of the superintendent at the
power station), and in 1905 a number of hydro
houses (since converted into substantial homes)
were built for the workers.

The second half of the 19th century saw fevered
experimentation in the generation of electricity, but
one major problem  long distance transmission 
was not solved until the invention of the polyphase
alternating current system by Nicola Tesla in
1888. This was first implemented in 1896 when
electricity was transmitted 19 miles from Niagara
Falls to Buffalo. The Falls were an obvious place for
power generation, but little occurred on the
Canadian side of the river until early in the 20th
century, when three major hydro-electric stations
were built, the Ontario, Canadian Niagara and
Electrical Development Company plants.

The original plant is now called DeCew Falls
Generating Station No. 1, for in 1947 Generating
Station No. 2 was completed. As a result of this,
Lakes Moodie and Gibson were expanded, and
Twelve Mile Creek was dredged, widened and
straightened all the way to Lake Ontario.
The Klondike

Meantime in 1896, five Hamiltonians, all named
John (Dickenson, Gibson, Moodie, Patterson and
Sutherland), had formed the Cataract Power
Company to generate hydro-electricity at DeCew
Falls itself for transmission to Hamilton 35 miles
away. The site was relocated to Reynoldsville to take
advantage of the greater head of water at the
Escarpment and to allow use of Twelve Mile Creek
as a tailrace. Construction began in April 1897, and
the first electricity was generated in August 1898.

There is a curious footnote to the story of
Power Glen. When the generating station was being
expanded early in the 20th century it became known
locally as the Klondike. The question is why. A few
years earlier when construction began the papers
were filled with news of the Klondike Gold Rush,
and many local men went to the Yukon in hopes of
making a fortune, but this in itself is not an
explanation. About the same time a farmer from
near Power Glen claimed to have found gold on his
land, and the St. Catharines Standard headline read
A New Klondyke. But this is unlikely to be the
reason either, especially as it was only fools gold.
Possibly the name reflects the fact that the power
station, like the real Klondike, was a highly
speculative venture. There is reason to believe that
during the Gold Rush years the phrase a Klondike
came to be applied disparagingly to any project that
was considered a bad risk, and the power station
certainly seems to have been referred to in this way.
It is no longer known as the Klondike, of course,
but in a strange case of transference the feeder
canal that supplies the waterworks is called the
Klondike by some older Thoroldites to this day.

DeCew Falls Generating Station in 1898

Water was supplied by a feeder canal cut from
the Third Welland Canal at Allanburg, and stored in
three small reservoirs called Lakes Gibson, Moodie
and Patterson located where Lake Moodie is now.
The water flowed down the Escarpment through a
single penstock, and was discharged through two
turbines into Twelve Mile Creek. Since the feeder
had to cross Beaverdams Creek, a 600-foot aqueduct
was constructed to avoid disrupting the water supply
to the waterworks.

Note: This article is an expanded version of an address delivered on
October 31 at a lunch hosted by Ontario Power Generation to mark the
110th anniversary of the DeCew Falls Generating Station.
Principal Sources: Given the nature of this article, a regional history
covering a range of themes over a long period of time, it is impossible
even to summarize all the sources in the space available. I can only say
that while numerous secondary sources were consulted in preparing the
article, most of the content is based on an examination of primary data.

Reproduced with minor editing from the Newsletter of
the Historical Society of St. Catharines, December 2008
Copyright © 2008 by Alun Hughes (ahughes@brocku.ca)
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