THINKING BEYOND CANADA'S EXTRACTIVE IDENTITY

Missinihe and the metabolism of empire:
Long 19th-century water mills
on the Credit River

In the 19th century, water mills spread
along rivers throughout Ontario and
later became inscribed in the names of
housing subdivisions and subway stops
and on the art hung in Canadian gal-
leries. Ontario’s first Heritage Conserv-
ation District was a mill town named
Meadowvale, where the Group of Seven
painter A. J. Casson spent childhood
summers at his grandmother’s cottage
before going on to paint bucolic mill
sites throughout Canada (Mcllwraith,
2016). Behind this idyll of memorializa-
tion lies a history of technological infra-
structure that made possible the colonial
project of Canada. The Meadowvale mills
were among the 60 or more constructed
on the Missinihe (Credit River) by the
mid-19th century (Blake, 1956). These
water mills were not simply processing
grain and lumber for the needs of local
settlers and consequently encouraging
settlement. They were also highly inte-
grated into the export-oriented process-
ing of staples and subject to the unstable
vicissitudes of global commodity markets
(Fisher, 1985).

“GENOCIDE BY SAWMILL”

While processing commodities, water
mills were also radically transforming
river and forest ecosystems that were
actively shaped by the labour of both
Indigenous peoples and the many organ-
isms they lived alongside over millen-
nia. In less than a century, these worlds
were radically transformed in a process
of clear-cutting that the Anishinaabeg
ethnobotanist Jonathan Ferrier (2019)
called a“genocide by sawmills”

The larger research questions that
concern this article are twofold. First,
how were sawmills integrated into the
larger project of deforestation and how
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were water mills more generally chang-
ing river ecologies and fish populations?
Second, | am interested in the ways that
water mills in “Upper Canada” facilitated
the project of colonialism, Indigenous
dispossession, and British Empire more
broadly. The rationale for this article,
therefore, is to challenge narratives of
nostalgia prevalent in heritage designa-
tion schemes that uncritically celebrate
colonial infrastructures by connecting
the environmental legacies of water mills
to both colonialism and the larger project
of the British Empire abroad.

This article is informed by De Laet and
Mol’s (2000) work showing how an arti-
fact like the Zimbabwe bush pump had
fluid boundaries that extended deep
into the ground, into the surrounding
community of users and technicians,
and into the broader national identity
of Zimbabwe. Water mills likewise not
only straddled both land and water but
extended into the broader river and lake
ecosystems they came to affect, into mill
towns they assembled around them,
into the forests they converted into lum-
ber and naval power, and to processed
commodities like grain that circulated
throughout the British Empire.

Because the legacy of water mills in
Ontario involves forms of environmental
violence and dispossession, this article
is also challenged by Eve Tuck’s (2009)
call to move away from research that cen-
tres damage toward that which centres
desire. In the case of the Mississaugas of
the Credit, the archival record and treat-
ies both register a deep desire they had
to maintain direct relations with their riv-
ers and fisheries. How water mills inter
acted with both of these is important for
any work that takes Tuck’s suggestion
seriously.

WATER MILLS AND SETTLER
COLONIAL POLICY

The scope of my work here is focused
on “the long 19th century, a periodiza-
tion borrowed from Eric Hobsbawm
extending from the French Revolution
to the First World War. This loosely maps
onto a period extending from the 1787
Toronto Purchase to the year 1910, when
the Hydro-Electric Power Commission
of Ontario began delivering electricity
from Niagara Falls to neighbouring cit-
ies and towns (Beattie, 1967). During
the long 19th century, water mills spread
rapidly along rivers in Ontario, process-
ing commodities such as lumber, grain,
minerals, textiles, and paper. Sawmills
and timber extraction in Canada accel-
erated after the Napoleonic Wars, when
the British lost access to Baltic timber
(Albion, 1965). Of particular interest
to the Royal Navy was white pine tim-
ber for naval masts, its extraction con-
centrating around the St. Lawrence and
Ottawa River valleys and extending into
the Credit River watershed. Early 19th-
century land surveys of the Credit water-
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shed describe nearly complete tree cover
interrupted only by infrequent beaver
ponds and windfall spots. Woodland
cover fell to 67 percent by mid-century,
and to 9.5 percent by 1911 (Blake, 1956).
The clear-cutting that sawmills facili-
tated was closely coupled with a rapidly
increasing settler presence.

Water mills became an important
focus of settler colonial policy after Lieu-
tenant-Governor Simcoe proposed in
1791 government provisioning of materi-
als for mill construction, which he con-
sidered “universally necessary” and “a
great inducement to the settlement of
lands” (Doughty, 1936). Just five years
later, land surveyors were noting the
impacts of water mills on fish. In July of
1796, Augustus Jones, a Welsh colonial
land surveyor and the father of Anishi-
naabeg leader Peter Jones, had noted
how there had been “a great quantity of
salmon as well as other fish destroyed
by the wheels of [a] sawmill” on the
Humber River (Jones, 1796). Despite
the state’s awareness of this, mills would
become ubiquitous throughout the 19th
century, which would prove devastat-
ing for local salmon species, which the
Anishinaabe not only depended upon
for their livelihood, but also regarded as
integral to the desired futures they envi-
sioned for themselves on their land. The
environmental violence of deforestation
and salmon population collapses was
also highly entangled with the military
violence of British imperialism.

IMPERIALISM AND
DEFORESTATION

There is a long history of naval warfare’s
intimate relationship with deforestation.
Thucydides (2009), the great historian of
antiquity, connected timber access with
the construction of military ships and
noted on multiple occasions the abun-
dance of timber being used as a justifi-
cation for conquest. The British imperial
state in Upper Canada likewise recog-
nized the military importance of forests.
In May of 1806, with a layer of snow still
on the ground, the colonial land sur

veyor Samuel Wilmot (1806) arrived at
the Missinihe (Credit) to mark off the
boundaries of the Mississauga’s reserve
extending one mile from the course of
the river. While surveying with a crew of
hired Indigenous workers, he received
instruction to “note Timber . . . Pine &
Oak for the Royal Navy south of [Dun-
das] Street” As he scouted out timber for
the British Navy, we might wonder if he
realized his role in what would become
the effective extermination of local
salmon populations following the con-
struction of sawmills up and down the
Missinihe.

Along the Credit, salmon populations
were dwindling by 1846 and reached the
point of extinction in the next decade
(Smith, 2000). Confronting rapidly grow-
ing colonial settlement, deforestation,
and decimated salmon populations, the
Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation
left the Missinihe in 1848. Soon after, in
the 1850s, Wilmot would observe a sig-
nificant decline in salmon numbers in
the creek running through his own farm
in what is now Clarington, Ontario. He
would go on to become a piscicultur-
ist, specializing in fish culture and nurs-
eries, receiving government funding for
research projects to help restore fish pop-
ulations in rivers he had played a vital
role in depleting (McCullough, 2003).
Wilmot’s pilot projects would be the pre-
cursors to projects in Lake Ontario that
introduced Pacific salmon species from
the other side of the continent into Credit
River waters for recreational purposes

throughout the 20th century (Scott &
Crossman, 1973).

SALMON AS SENTINEL

One might think of salmon here as a sort
of sentinel species, signalling larger pro-
cesses of empire at work. The environ-
mental violence that fish experienced
cannot be fully understood apart from
the imperial violence operating both in
Ontario and abroad. Zoe Todd’s (2018)
work on Treaty Six territory has high-
lighted the ways in which fish as more-
than-human actors have borne witness to
the destruction of waterways in what is
now called Canada, and have refracted
the grief and dispossession that colonial-
ism has engendered. But Todd also argues
that fish and their human kin can and do
conspire together to resist colonial narra-
tives, and we might ask if this can be the
case along the Missinihe as well.

In this article [ have tried to situate the
environmental history of water mills in a
broader global context. My main argu-
ment has been that the history of water
mills in long 19th-century Ontario cannot
be divorced from either the local project
of colonialism or the global project of
the British Empire. Water mills were key
colonial infrastructures, funded by the
colonial state to establish an increased
settler presence, while simultaneously
metabolizing forests and swift river cur
rents into vessels of naval military power
with global reach. More work needs to be

Long 19th-century water mills, page 19

18

CANADA WATCH ¢ SPRING 2023



Long 19th-century water mills cuines rom poge s

done on further tracing where and how
these naval ships were deployed in the
service of the British Empire and how
other milled commodities circulated
through imperial networks. The case
of the Missinihe serves as an important
site to work through these questions and
interrogate the nostalgia present in pub-
lic history that celebrates colonial infra-
structures without situating them in their
fuller context of environmental change
and British imperialism. W
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