


This document sets out the criteria of the Canadian Heritage Rivers Board (CHRS) for the
nomination of the Detroit River as a Heritage River within the Canadian Heritage Rivers
System (CHRS).  

The CHRS is the vehicle by which the nominating agency identifies the heritage significance
of a river and justifies its inclusion in the CHRS.  

The purpose of this format is to act as a guide to nominating agencies and to provide 
consistency in the nomination process.

CHRS provides an opportunity for the recognition and conservation of rivers deemed to be of
outstanding Canadian heritage value.  This value is obtained when it has been determined
that a river is an outstanding representative of or unique in a province or territory.  

By the inclusion of such rivers in a single coast-to-coast system, they become representative
of Canada’s river heritage as a whole, thus reflecting a “Canadian value”.
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The Canadian Heritage Rivers System (CHRS) has been established by the federal, 
provincial and territorial governments to recognize outstanding rivers of Canada and
ensuring management which will protect these rivers and enhance their significant 
heritage values for the long term benefit and enjoyment of Canadians.  

To qualify for the Canadian Heritage Rivers System, a river or section of a river must be
of outstanding significance in one or more areas: natural heritage, human heritage, or
recreational values.  

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 
government 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 accordingly
advise the Minister responsible for Parks Canada and the Minister(s) of the nominating
agencies 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 river being nominated.
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 the designated rivers merit continued 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.

Nomination of the Detroit River

2

Canadian Heritage Rivers System



The Detroit River is being nominated as a Canadian Heritage River (CHR) based on its 
significant human heritage features and recreational values.  Although the Detroit River 
possesses an outstanding natural heritage which contributes to both its human heritage and
recreational values, CHRS integrity guidelines preclude nomination of the Detroit River based
on natural heritage values.  

Therefore, while emphasis is placed on the human heritage and recreational values within
the Detroit River watershed, natural heritage is also examined to describe the significant 
natural features, identify enhancement and remediation measures and to allow a visualization
of the river’s many unique features.

The Nomination Document clearly demonstrates that throughout its history, the Detroit River
has had an outstanding impact on the development of Canada, that it is still a major force
and resource today and that its significance will endure for many generations to come.  

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 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.  The Detroit River was 1 of 14 rivers designated, out of a total of 126 applications.
(Appendix 1)

The ongoing relationship between Canada and the United States in working toward a long-
term management strategy for the Detroit River can only be enhanced by the acceptance of
this nomination, bringing with it increased international recognition and status for the river.  

The Detroit River’s heritage and influence on the development of Canada and the United
States has been and continues to be tremendous.  This is underlined by one definition of
‘heritage’ which states 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.

Like people, no two rivers are exactly alike.  Defining the Detroit River depends as much on
who you are, as on the river itself.  No matter who you are, the Detroit River is a fascinating
and undeniably important part of your Canadian heritage.
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River Nomination

The purpose of this section is to formally 
nominate the Detroit River for inclusion in the
Canadian Heritage Rivers System (CHRS). 

WHEREAS, the CHRS is a cooperative program of

federal, provincial and territorial governments in

Canada, designed to give national and international

recognition to Canada’s outstanding rivers and

ensure long-term management that will conserve

their natural, historical and recreational value for

the benefit and enjoyment of Canadians, now and

in the future; and

WHEREAS, the nomination of the Detroit River as

a Canadian Heritage River represents a bi-national,

non-partisan, community based process 

involving a wide range of municipalities, agencies

and individuals in a cooperative partnership; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River is an important

international river, functioning as one of the

busiest inland waterways in the world, linking 

Ontario and Michigan; and

WHEREAS, the 51 kilometre long river and its

surrounding watersheds are located in the most

southern portion of Canada and is of outstanding

human heritage and recreational value as well as

significant natural heritage value; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River has outstanding

examples of natural features, including Provincially

Significant Wetlands (Class 1 and 2),

Environmentally Significant Areas, numerous

provincially and nationally significant plant and

animal species and associations, important areas

for fish spawning and rearing and valuable habitats

for migratory waterfowl and shorebirds; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River was used for centuries

by native people for transportation, settlement

and as a source of natural resources; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River has played a 

significant role in the development of Canada,

the United States and the region through its 

military, transportation and industrial 

significance; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River encompasses a

watershed where agricultural and urban settlement

were and still are influenced by the river and

enhanced by use of its resources; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River has influenced the

location and development of industries that

today play a major role in the regional and

Canadian economy; and 

WHEREAS, the Detroit River has been and 

continues to be a key transportation route within

the Great Lakes system, having played a role in

the transport of settlers to the west and the 

linking of pioneer communities and today 

continues its role in the transport of cargo for

major industries; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River’s 300 years of 

settlement history is preserved in an outstanding

array of heritage buildings, waterfront parks,

period museums, legends, folk songs, literature,

artwork and historical accounts that facilitate

public understanding of the role of rivers in 

community development and culture; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River is associated with

engineering projects including channels, tunnels

and a bridge that provide leading examples of

international cooperation and technological 

innovation; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River is associated with

the works of numerous people who have 

contributed to the development of Ontario,

Canada and the United States in the areas of

exploration, settlement, military service, religion,

politics, industry and commerce; and

WHEREAS, the Detroit River has an outstanding

diversity of public and private recreational 

facilities for such pursuits as boating, fishing,

hunting, camping, hiking, swimming, birding,

human heritage appreciation, sightseeing; and 

WHEREAS, the Detroit River embodies an 

international and multi-jurisdictional approach in

the management and enhancement of its waters, 

natural areas and communities; and
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THEREFORE, it is recommended by the Province

of Ontario that, upon completion of a management

strategy within three years of acceptance of this

nomination, the Detroit River be designated to

the Canadian Heritage Rivers System for the 

purpose of recognizing and protecting the river’s

outstanding human heritage features and 

recreational values, as well as significant natural

heritage features.

Signature

Date                                            

Title

Department of  

Government of 
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I Summary

The purpose of this section is to summarize
those outstanding human heritage, 
recreational values and natural heritage,
which provide the rationale for nomination of
the Detroit River to the CHRS.

Summary of Values

Human Heritage Values

Human Heritage Values

The Detroit River’s human heritage values have
evolved through centuries of use and settlement
by numerous cultures.  The river was a centre for
resource gathering, culture and trade among
Aboriginal people long before European 
exploration, which began in the seventeenth 
century.  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 originally one community,
under one flag, where life centered around 
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 grew between the two countries culminated
in the War of 1812 and later, the Rebellion of

1837-38, with important battles fought along
the river’s Canadian shores during both conflicts.
Fortunately, peace prevailed and the bonds formed
a century earlier between the first settlers would
override any remaining tension.  Communities
prospered in both countries, with each benefiting
from the opportunities offered by the other.
Entrepreneurs used the river’s resources and
other benefits, to create 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. 

Development was furthered by the river’s 
importance as a transportation route. Sailing and
steam ships carried passengers and cargo from
the river to several ports on the Great Lakes or to
the Welland and Erie Canals. By 1854, the first
rail line, The Great Western Railway, had made
its terminus in Windsor. This provided a major
transportation link, vital to the opening of the
west. Thousands travelled by rail to Windsor,
crossed the river by ferry, then continued with
their journey westward.  Today, automobiles and
trucks greatly outnumber trains, while the
Ambassador Bridge and Detroit-Windsor tunnel
have replaced the ferries. Millions of tons of
cargo are now carried by freighters, rather than
sailing and steam ships.  The Detroit River’s 
significance as a historical transportation route,
its continued importance as a port and its status
as North America’s busiest border crossing, 
cannot be over emphasized. 
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Throughout three centuries of exploration, 
settlement and development, previous generations
have left an enduring legacy in the form of
numerous, river-based cultural resources.
Heritage buildings, period museums and water-
front parks are found in all of the river-front
communities.  Historical accounts, some personal
and others professionally published, provide a
vivid view of life along the river and brings to life
its many “characters”. Songs, legends, literature
and artwork add poignant and sometimes
colourful interpretations of the river’s history. 

Perhaps the most important cultural resource is
the river itself. Today, the river inspires feelings
of peace, wonder and optimism in residents and
visitors, just as it did perhaps for the first
explorers centuries ago.  The Detroit River and
its watershed constitute a unique microcosm of
North American history. The river’s influence on
Canadian and American development continues,
along with a renewed understanding that the
communities that line both shores share in its
heritage and depend on its well being.  As the
tercentennial of European settlement nears, this
spirit of cooperation will move the Detroit River
and its communities into the twenty-first 
century.

Human Heritage Integrity Values

The human heritage values along the Detroit River
meets the integrity guidelines.  The Detroit River’s
regime has remained essentially unchanged since
European explorers discovered the area more than
300 years ago.  Today, it flows past the same
lands and islands, free of impoundments. Its
shorelines now include urban skylines, rail lines,
industrial development and parkland, farms and
natural areas; uses which are each indicative of
significant periods of the river’s history. These
land uses are part of the river’s heritage and in
themselves help tell the 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 riverfront 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 a chance
for present and future generations to learn about
the river’s history and its impact on their lives.

Recreational Values

Recreation Values

Today’s parks and varied recreational activities
along the Detroit River can be linked directly to
aspects of its natural and human heritage and
the cultural significance of the river over time.
Aspects of bygone ways of life continue today
through river based recreation.  

The Detroit River has developed a reputation as
the premier boating river in North America. It
has more registered boats than anywhere else in
the Great Lakes System and more than 12,000
marina slips.  In addition it is experiencing an
increase in canoeing and kayaking, on the river
itself and on its tributaries.  The river also 
supports more than three million waterfowl.
Hunting is popular and includes waterfowl, deer
and pheasant.  The Detroit River, its tributaries
and marshes, are home to significant spawning
grounds.  Fishing in rural and urban settings
thrives due to  the diversity and quantity of fish
and the long season.  Communities along the
river have aggressively developed park systems
greatly increasing access to the river and providing
sites for a growing number of river-based 
festivals and events. Recreational activities range
from walking, cycling and rollerblading on trails,
to nature appreciation, ship watching and simple
relaxation. Human heritage blends with recreation
along the river through the historic sites, 
interpretive plaques and events that also draw
people to its shores.   

Recreational Integrity Values

In addition to meeting the recreational value
guidelines for Canadian Heritage River Status, the
Detroit River possesses water quality adequate
for recreation throughout its length from on-water
recreation, such as boating, to related pursuits
such as hunting, fishing and nature appreciation.
The river, along with the region’s moderate climate,
supports a diversity of wildlife habitats and
species found nowhere else in Canada.  It is also
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the source of drinking water for more than five
million people.  This level of quality is due to
efforts by residents, the private sector, landowners,
federal, provincial, regional and municipal 
agencies.  Ongoing initiatives including habitat
enhancement, species re-introduction, continued
improvement of river front parklands and 
education efforts demonstrate a commitment to
improve the quality of the Detroit River as a
recreational resource.

Natural Heritage Values

Natural Heritage Values

The natural features of the Detroit River are 
significant and have been major influences on the
human heritage and recreational opportunities
throughout its history. Water, soil, plant and
animal resources have played important roles in
the settlement and enjoyment of the Detroit
River and its upstream watersheds.  The Detroit
River ecosystem contains some of the most 
significant biological communities in all of Ontario.
Indeed, the Detroit River has been identified as a
biodiversity investment area (BIA) in several
provincial and federal initiatives. These areas are
worth protecting because of species abundance
and diversity.  It is the only major river in Canada
located solely within the Carolinian zone – widely
recognized as one of the most biologically 
significant and diverse in the country.  It includes
remnant tracts of Carolinian forest, tallgrass
prairie, oak savanna and wetlands, making it one
of Canada’s most significant landscapes. 

The Detroit River also serves as a major 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 than 17 species of raptors - including
eagles, hawks and falcons, more than 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.

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
than 90% of the water that flows into Lake Erie.
In addition to preserving high existing values,
remediation and enhancement programs are
underway that will improve degraded habitats
and ensure that the river continues to meet 

ecological and hydrological needs for generations
to follow.

Natural Heritage Integrity Values 

The CHRS integrity guidelines preclude nomination
of the Detroit River based on natural heritage.  
However, it is the natural heritage of the 

watershed that has supported the evolution of
human heritage and recreation values.  

The Detroit River contains no man-made
impoundments.  It is also the site of many recent
successes as local communities have responded
to the challenge of restoring and rehabilitating
the river’s natural resources.  Major efforts are
underway to reduce inputs of toxic chemicals,
nutrients and bacteria while preserving, protecting
and enhancing natural habitat.  Innovative
approaches to habitat protection and restoration
are being implemented to protect the many rare
and endangered species living within the river
and its watershed.  Many of these projects,
developed by private companies and public 
agencies, are not required by regulation.  Projects
include biodiversity strategies, fish habitat
restoration and rural non-point source remediation
programs.  The Detroit River is now the focus of
an ambitious, bi-national effort, as communities
work together to protect a resource vital to the
common good of two nations.
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Role in the System

The purpose of this section is to describe the
role that the Detroit River might play in the
CHRS from a National perspective, referring to
the characteristics, which make it distinct.

The Detroit River would play a very unique role in
the CHRS system.  It is part of two countries and its
shores encompass the largest metropolitan area on
any international border.  Rather than separating
the numerous communities along both its shores,
the river actually connects them culturally and
economically. While it is a political boundary, the
Detroit River has furthered the development of
both Canada and the United States. (Appendix 2)   

Including the Detroit River within the CHRS would
enhance and contribute to the system in a number
of ways. The river’s role in the system will be:

» to represent a river used for centuries by 
native people for resource gathering, trade, 
transportation and spiritual rituals,

» to represent a river whose strategic significance
led to the establishment of Fort Pontchartrain
in 1701 and the first permanent European 
settlement in Ontario in 1748. This military 
importance was further demonstrated by the 
construction of Fort  Amherstburg (Malden) 
and the King’s Navy  Yard in 1796 and by 
significant battles in the War of 1812 and the  
Upper Canada Rebellion of 1837-38,

» to represent a watershed where agriculture, 
urban settlement and trade were influenced 
by the river and enhanced by use of its 
resources as demonstrated by pioneer water 
extraction and irrigation, the fur trade and a 
major nineteenth century fishing industry, 

» to represent a river’s influence in the location 
and development of industries that today 
play a major role in the Canadian economy, 

» to represent a river that has been and 
continues to be, a key transportation route in
the Great Lakes system.  During the first two 
hundred years of its history the river was a 
link in an important transportation route to 
the mid-west, as well as a part of the system
that linked Great Lakes communities.  Today,
its role in moving cargo is vital to the 
economies of Canada and the United States 
and significant to many nations world-wide,

» to represent a river where more than three 
hundred years of settlement history is 
preserved in heritage buildings, waterfront 
parks, period museums, legends, folk songs, 
literature, artwork and historical accounts, 
thus facilitating public understanding of the 
role of rivers in fostering community culture 
and development,

» to represent a river that has been the site of 
important twentieth century engineering 
projects, including the Ambassador Bridge, 
the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, the Railroad 
Tunnel and the Livingstone Channel,

» to represent the only major Canadian river 
and watershed that lies completely within the
Carolinian zone, with a diversity of ecosystems
and species found no where else in the country,

» to provide an example of international 
cooperation in the management and 
restoration of the river and its watershed,

» to represent a river where numerous recreation,
natural heritage and human heritage 
appreciation opportunities can be enjoyed by
millions of people living within a one hour 
drive and 

» to represent a river where  international 
events, such as the Freedom Festival, provide
unique river front entertainment for millions 
of Canadians and Americans.

The inclusion of the Detroit River will add to the
CHRS natural, recreational and cultural heritage
by representing for the first time the following;
(Appendix 3)

» Small scale domestic use (sub-theme 1.4.1)
» Municipal water supplies (sub-theme 1.4.2)
» Agricultural uses (sub-theme 1.4.3)
» Patterns of settlement affected by surveys

(sub-theme 3.2.3)
» Ferries and associated docks, cables 

(sub-theme 3.3.6)
» Tunnels, fords and causeways (sub-theme 

3.3.7)
» Municipal sanitary and storm sewage disposal

systems (sub-theme 7.2.1)
» River reclamation projects affecting degraded

rivers (sub-theme 7.2.2)
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II Description of The River

The purpose of this section is to briefly
describe the location of the Detroit River, its
physical characteristics, regional setting and
the land uses found along is shores.

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 on
the Ontario side, Detroit to Brownstown Township
on the Michigan side.  Its width varies from 
six-tenths of a kilometre to five kilometres.
Some four hundred and fifty three billion litres of
water flow under the Ambassador Bridge every
day.  The Canada–U.S. boundary divides the river 
virtually down the middle.  The Detroit River
watershed drains more than 2,000 square 
kilometres and its tributaries include Marsh Creek,
the Rouge and E-corse Rivers on the American
side and Turkey Creek, Little River and Canard
River in Canada.  

The Detroit River contains twenty-one islands.
Upstream in Canadian waters, the river passes
Peche Island. Peche Island was once frequented
by Chief Pontiac and later became the summer
home of Hiram Walker.  Fighting Island, Bois
Blanc Island, 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 million
people visit the park annually making it the fifth
most visited urban park in the U.S.  Other
American islands include: Mud Island, Humbug
Marsh, Grassy Island - site of the Wyandotte
National Wildlife Refuge, Celeron Island - a State
wildlife refuge, Grosse Isle - a large residential
community, Meso Island, Hickory and Sugar
Islands which are also residential, Elba, Round,
Swan, Calf, Horse, Cherry, Stony and Fox Islands
which are primarily wetlands and undeveloped.

Commercial navigation is one of the most 
fascinating aspects of the river, not only because
of the extent of this activity and its significant
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 three million tons of cargo.

The variety of land uses found along the Detroit
River shore attests to its cultural importance and  
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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% abandoned,
developed and park lands, 38% industrial and
commercial use and 10% residential.  The river
flows past nine communities on the American
side including Detroit, E-corse, 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 include
Peche Island and part of Fighting Island, the
Detroit River Wetlands and Canard River
Marshes.  Upstream, in tributary watersheds, are
unique natural areas such as the Ojibway Prairie
and LaSalle Woodlot and the Canard Valley and
Devonwood Conservation Areas.  Significant U.S.
natural areas include Point Mouliee, 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 the “Underground Railroad”, 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. 
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III Heritage and Integrity Values

General

The purpose of this section is to describe the
method used for information collection and 
evaluation and to show the location of 
significant features on a map.

The CHRS nomination project is led by an
Application Team, formed in the spring of 1997,
consisting of representatives from Canadian and
U.S. agencies, corporations, municipalities, interest
groups and interested citizens. (Appendix 4) The
Team met on a regular basis to oversee the 
project, make key decisions related to process,
complete the Background Report and the
Nomination Document and assist in developing a
public involvement strategy. (Appendix 5)

Research and Community Relations Teams were
also developed.  (Appendix 6) The Research
Team was divided into three subgroups representing
natural heritage, human heritage and recreational
values and was responsible for researching and
writing respective sections of the Background
Report and the Nomination Document. The
Community Relations Team was 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.  (Appendix 7)

The Essex Region Conservation Authority provided
administrative support and leadership to the
project, including the provision of staff, 
organization of meetings, implementation of
Application Team recommendations and overall
project management.

The Canadian Heritage Rivers System:
Objectives, Principles and Procedures (1984) and
Canadian Heritage Rivers System: Guidelines
(1991), along with A Cultural Heritage Framework
for Canadian Heritage Rivers (1997) and A
Natural Heritage Framework for Canadian
Heritage Rivers (Interim Draft, 1997), were coupled
with a variety of primary and secondary sources
and local expertise on both sides of the river to
summarize and assess the natural, cultural and
recreational values of the Detroit River.  This
information was then incorporated in the 
preparation for the Background Report and
Nomination Document. 

Preparation of the Background Report involved
data collection and analysis in the areas of 
natural heritage, human heritage and recreation
and included a detailed review of the extent to
which the Detroit River meets the specific values
and integrity guidelines.  The report details the
land and water uses, important historical and
cultural features and events, recreational values
and significant natural features of the Detroit
River.  The report also defines the extent of 
community support for inclusion of the Detroit
River in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System.  

The Background Report concluded that the
Detroit River demonstrates the uniqueness and
importance of human heritage features and
recreation values, as well as a considerable
degree of natural heritage and as such could
play a significant role in the CHRS. (Appendix 8) 

Once the Background Report draft document was
reviewed by Ontario Parks and Parks Canada, it
was recommended that the Detroit River
Application Team proceed with formal nomination
of the Detroit River.  The Application Team then
prepared this Nomination Document, following
the format provided by the Canadian Heritage
Rivers Board.  

Using the data collected and summarized in the
Background Study, the Nomination Document
demonstrates how the Detroit River meets the
required criteria, why it warrants inclusion in the
Canadian Heritage River System and how it will
be managed within the System. 
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Human Heritage Values

Description of Human Heritage Values

The purpose of this section is to describe the 
outstanding human heritage features of the
river and its immediate environment.

Introduction

The Detroit River and its resources have been
used by millions of people prior to, during and
since European settlement began some 300
years ago. The river in turn, has influenced
human activities including the development of
both Canada and the United States. 
(Appendix 9)

This section outlines the outstanding Canadian
human heritage features, tangible and intangible,
that have resulted from the use and the influence
of the Detroit River.  For presentation purposes
this section is divided into the following categories:

» European Exploration, Colonization and 
Conflict 

» Native People
» Early European Settlements and Use of the 

River’s Resources
» The River’s Influence on Developing Urban 

Centres and Major Industries
» Transportation
» Water Extraction and the Development of 

Water Quality Legislation
» The River’s Influence on Regional Roles and 

Cultural Landscapes
» Summary

European Exploration, Colonization and Conflict

European exploration began almost four hundred
years ago when the first Jesuits and coureurs-
de-bois visited the Detroit River region.  By 1650,
Samson had drawn a map illustrating the Detroit
and St. Clair River, as well as Lakes Erie and 
St. Clair, using information gathered from these
first explorers.  Exploration began in earnest
after this time when two Sulpicion priests, Dollier
De Casson and De Brehant de Galinee undertook
the first recorded voyage up the river in 1669.
In 1679, LaSalle navigated the first sailing ship,
the Griffon, up the Detroit River after it was built
on a site along Lake Erie.  

Through these explorations the French soon
realized the Detroit River’s significance as a
strategic location to promote the vital fur trade

and protect their territory from other colonial
powers.  When Cadillac and his party arrived in 

1701, they were enthralled by the area’s abundant
wildlife, lush vegetation and moderate climate.
Cadillac summarized the river’s military 
significance as a place where “the cannon of the
future fort could most easily defend the stream
against all enemies of France.” (Price and Kulisek,
p.10.)  Fort Pontchartrain would guard the French
settlement along the Detroit River for the next
sixty years.

The French were forced to surrender Fort
Pontchartrain to the British in 1760, as part of
the settlement after the Seven Year War.  The
British were only too happy to take over the fort
and its successful fur trade, but conflict soon 
followed. Native people, who had lived peacefully
with the French, were unhappy with the British
and their policies.  Chief Pontiac and his 
confederacy laid siege to Detroit after successfully
capturing eleven British forts in the Great Lakes
system.  The British, however, were able to 
reinforce their defenses by means of sailing
ships that brought supplies to the fort.  This and
other factors, resulted in Pontiac’s defeat and
surrender of all forts.  Peace would be short
lived for the British, however, due to the
American Revolution. After that war ended with
the Treaty of Paris in 1783, the British were to
surrendered all forts in the new American territory,
including Detroit.  They resisted abandoning
these posts until 1796, when the American flag
was first flown over Detroit.

Tensions between what was then British Upper
Canada and the new Republic of the United
States escalated and peaked during the War of

An artist’s conception of LaSalle’s Griffon that was constructed on the
shores of Lake Erie, the first to sail up the Detroit River in 1669.



1812. Fort Amherstburg (Malden), built in the
Town of Amherstburg as a replacement for the
surrendered Fort in Detroit, was an important
British post.  The British and their native allies
fought significant battles along the Detroit River
and for a time, occupied Detroit itself.  In the
end, Detroit was returned to the Americans and
peace prevailed, but tensions continued along
the border, culminating in the Upper Canada
Rebellion of 1837-38.  Battles successfully
fought on the river front in Windsor and on
Fighting Island, helped to end the rebellion,
while the Webster-Ashburton Agreement of 1842
settled many points of contention between
Britain and the United States.  Fort Malden was
gradually closed, leading to the end of the 
military period along the Detroit River and the
long undefended border enjoyed by both countries
today. 

Native People

For centuries, native people used the Detroit
River and the Great Lakes as a principle means
of travel, resource gathering and trade.  There is
evidence of  more than a dozen prehistoric or
early native settlement sites along the river’s
Canadian shore alone, including encampments
and burial grounds. 

When Cadillac established Fort Pontchartrain, there
were no permanent settlements along the river.
At his invitation, a number of First Nations settled
at Detroit including the Huron-Petun, Ottawa,
Potawatomi and small groups from other tribes.
The Ottawa and Huron-Petun people were the
first to settle on the Canadian side of the river,
making way for the French settlers who soon 
followed.  

The Ottawa left the Detroit River region after the
end of Pontiac’s uprising in 1763, while the
Hurons settled with the Jesuits who established
the mission “Assumption of Our Blessed Virgin
Mary”.  The mission was located on Bois Blanc
(Bob-lo) Island until 1747 when it was destroyed
by hostile factions. It was then relocated to a
point on the river closer to the protection of Fort
Pontchartrain called “La Pointe de Montreal”,
which is now the site of the historic Assumption
Church. The Hurons stayed for half a century,
until the British purchased their lands to develop
the Town of Sandwich.  A new reserve was then 
developed, fronting on the river,  in what would
later become Anderdon Township. 

The Hurons and other native people who also
lived on the reserve, contributed to the 
development of this region in several ways.
Under the leadership of Tecumseh, native people
fought and died with the British in the War of
1812.  Native people from the developing United
States made annual pilgrimages to Fort Malden
where they received gifts from the British until
the post was closed in the 1830’s.  The reserve
later produced prominent citizens including a
Mayor of Windsor and a Reeve of Anderdon
Township.  Stone from the native quarry was
used to build heritage buildings, such as St. John
the Baptist Church in Amherstburg.  However,
the native culture was gradually absorbed into
surrounding European lifestyles and the reserve
was dissolved in 1875.  Today, their contributions
to the region’s history and culture are important
reminders of their former presence along the
Detroit River.

Early European Settlements and Use of the River’s
Resources.

The Detroit River’s first agricultural settlements,
or “côtes” as they were called by the French,
were long narrow farm lots located on the river
to provide as many settlers as possible with
access to water.  The early settlers depended on
the river for food, water, transportation and
communication with the outside world. Although
farms were located on two separate shores, the
settlement was considered by all to be one 
community.  There are numerous accounts of the
prosperous farming community, such as Petite
Côte, which was the oldest permanent European
settlement in Ontario and a part of the Town of
LaSalle today.

By the early nineteenth century the region’s three
original urban centers, Sandwich, Amherstburg,
and Windsor, had been established along the
Detroit River waterfront.  Sandwich became the
new administrative centre for the Western District
after the abandonment of Detroit and was located
on the river for access to water and transportation.
Amherstburg was selected as the site for the new
fort and navy shipyard because of its strategic
location on the river and thrived as ships
stopped for services and to unload passengers or
goods.  Windsor developed on its own in part
because it was selected as a ferry site due to its
location directly opposite Detroit.

These early agricultural and urban settlements
thrived, in large part, because of the river and its
resources.  The river’s basin provided fertile soils
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for crops while its waters were used for irrigation.
Fur-bearing animals, abundant in the river and
surrounding watersheds, provided the most
important product of commerce during 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 dominant industry.  There was huge
demand for products found in the Detroit River
and Lake Erie, including the delicate flesh of the
whitefish and caviar derived from the sturgeon.
Some local officials realized the danger of over
fishing, which led to the establishment of a fish
hatchery in Sandwich in 1878.  Nonetheless, the
insatiable demand, along with the lack of 
understanding of ecosystems, led to the collapse
of the fishing industry by the 1890’s.  Today, 
commercial fishing on the river no longer exists,
but the lessons learned from this experience are
valid as a resource managers’ guide and to
restore the Detroit River and its resources as it
enters the twenty-first century. 

The River’s Influence on Developing Urban Centers
and Major Industries.

The majority of the region’s most 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, to their advantage.  Three hundred years

ago, Detroit River settlements began as one 
community depending on the river for food,
water, transportation and communication.  The
single community was eventually divided, at least 
legally, by the formation of the United States and
the international boundary.  Even then, river
front communities benefited from this scenario
in various ways.  Windsor, for example, became
the major river-front community because it was
the site of the ferry link to Detroit; and later, the
Great Western Railway terminus, which in turn
had been attracted by the ferry crossing.  (See
also Transportation) 

Development in Windsor and adjacent 
communities exploded when entrepreneurs 
capitalized on the river and other benefits 
to establish new industries.  Hiram Walker created
Walker’s distillery on the river where he could
obtain a fresh water supply for making whiskey.
In addition, the river and nearby railways provided
efficient modes of transportation.  Later, another
entrepreneur, Henry Ford, would take advantage
of similar benefits to establish the first Ford of
Canada plant on the Detroit River.  

New river front communities developed and
flourished along with these growing industries.
Walkerville was formed under the paternalistic

guidance of Hiram Walker who used his influence
and wealth to implement its development.  As the
Ford plant prospered, Ford City grew very quickly

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. (Windsor 1892-1992: A Centennial Celebration)
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with a rush of new immigrants.  Riverside grew
by enticing wealthy Americans to build along
their waterfront and by attracting managers from
the new Ford Motor Company plant to build their
homes there.  This growth on the north eastern
end of the river soon eclipsed that of some 
communities down river, including Sandwich and
LaSalle, although Amherstburg benefited from
the addition of industries such as Seagram’s

Distillery and the chemical company - Brunner
Mond. Life throughout most of the river area
bustled and small enterprises begun by eager
entrepreneurs, would become major industries
that would benefit Canadians well beyond the
region.

Transportation 

When Cadillac selected the narrowest point on
the Detroit River for his new fort, he unknowingly
influenced where important future transportation
routes would converge. Cadillac and party had
arrived by voyager canoes and had selected the
site for its strategic military advantage.  As time
passed, however, this point on the river and the
river itself, would become major transportation
hubs for two growing countries.The era of sailing
and steam ships in the River and Great Lakes
began long before ships were able to bypass the

Niagara Falls.  Several shipyards were located
along Lake Erie and the Detroit River by the late
eighteenth century, including one at Detroit.
Sailing ships proved invaluable to the British in
defending Detroit during Pontiac’s uprising in
1763.  When the British were forced to abandon
Detroit to the Americans, they immediately set
out to build a new shipyard at Amherstburg.
This Navy Yard was responsible for building the

H.M.S. Detroit, the premiere British ship in the
War of 1812.  The new technology of steam
shared the waters with sailing ships throughout
the nineteenth century.  The Walk-in-the-Water,
the first steam ship to sail the river in August
1818, received a tumultuous welcome from both
sides when it docked at Detroit.

During the nineteenth century, shipping increased
exponentially on the Detroit River, in large part,
due to improvements made in connecting the
Lakes to important sea ports and land routes.  In
1824, the Erie Canal provided a new entrance to
the mid-west and increased the river’s importance
as a transportation route. The route through
Lake Erie and the river, was faster and safer than
any route in existence at that time. In the first
half of the century, most passenger ships from
the east ended their journey at the Detroit River.

An original painting of the Walker Distillery dating from 1891. (Courtesy of Hiram Walker’s)
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Emigrants who had boarded ships at Buffalo, 
disembarked at Detroit where they proceeded
onwards to the mid-west. Passenger services
also linked Detroit with Windsor, Sandusky,
Toledo, Cleveland and Amherstburg.  Some 
settlers travelled the land routes through Canada
to reach Detroit and the first ferry operation
began in the 1820’s to accommodate them.  By
1828, ferry operators had added a stage coach
that ran to Buffalo; which brought even greater
numbers of passengers to the Detroit River.  

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, a new
transportation method had entered the scene
and changed Detroit River communities.  The
Great Western Railway completed its line from
Buffalo to Windsor in 1854.  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. Hundreds of thousands of passengers
and tons of cargo were transported to Windsor
and then ferried across the river. By the late
nineteenth century, street railways linked 
communities along the river and throughout
Essex County, bringing thousands of passengers
to the ferries where they crossed the river each
day to work in Michigan.  The reverse traffic of
Americans crossing to enjoy recreation 
opportunities located near the river, particularly
the three horse racing tracks, also brought a
great deal of business to the Canadian side.  

Ferries and railways remained vital means of
transportation along the river until the 1930’s,
when they were gradually replaced by the 
automobile and truck.  The ferries could not deal
with the volume of traffic attempting to cross the
border.  This led to two of the most costly 
engineering feats of the twentieth century, the
Ambassador Bridge (1929) and the Detroit-
Windsor Tunnel (1930). Today the tunnel and
bridge accommodate thousands of vehicles daily,
making Detroit-Windsor the busiest border
crossing in North America.

Technology progressed on water just as it had
on land. Ships increased in size and power, 
making dredging projects on the Detroit River a
necessity.  The greatest example of such a project
is the Livingstone Channel located in the river
near Amherstburg.  Opened in 1912, the channel
took five years to complete at a cost of nearly

7,000,000 dollars.  Its opening led to the great
lake freighters of today with 20-25 foot
draughts. Today they carry bulk cargo products,
such as iron ore or wheat, for major industries
located along the Great Lakes.  Their presence
along with scores of pleasure craft, make the
Detroit River one of the busiest waterways in the
world.

Water Extraction and the Development of Water
Quality Programs

From the earliest settlements to today’s busy

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.
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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 the River’s vast flow.
Settlements, agriculture and industries benefited
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
jointly signed the Boundary Waters Act to deal
with international water issues, including quality.
The International Joint Commission (IJC) was
formed as a bi-national body to provide research
and advice on problems arising in boundary
waters.  These actions led to Windsor’s first
water filtration plant in the 1920’s but it would
be 1958 before the first sewage treatment facility
was in operation.  As the link between pollution
and damaged river and lake ecosystems became
clear, measures to clean the river have gradually
increased. Today, cooperation continues between
Canadians and Americans in the effort to clean
up the Detroit River with renewed interest in 
protecting its waters for generations to come.

The Detroit River’s Influence on Regional Roles and
Cultural Landscapes

The first settlers along both shores of the Detroit
River shared culture, resources, trade and even
families. Through the centuries, the Detroit River
and the international boundary have influenced
regional roles and cultural landscapes, creating
unique settings in communities that share a 
heritage bound by its waters.

The influence of the river in the development of
unique cultural landscapes can be seen clearly in
the region’s French community.  As the first 
settlers along the river, the French communities
became close and tightly-knit, as neighbour
helped neighbour, when problems occurred and
little outside help was available.  Through three
centuries, pockets of French culture have survived
along the River, especially in LaSalle, where
schools and St. Joseph’s Church still provide
services in French.  In spite of the distance from
Quebec, this Francophone community continues
to thrive.

As a terminus in the “underground railway”, the
Detroit River brought refugee slaves seeking
freedom in Canada.  Escaped slaves would often
reach Cleveland, Sandusky or Toledo in Ohio,
obtaining passage on ships with sympathetic
captains. Most of these ships stopped at
Amherstburg, where numerous slaves ended
their journey.  Former slaves also crossed into
Canada on the ferry from Detroit.  More
poignant still, are the stories of refugees who
swam the river, or crossed the river ice in winter,
as immortalized in the book, ‘Uncle Tom’s
Cabin’.  Thus, a new culture was brought to
river-front communities.  Leading local citizens
who can trace their roots to this early population
include the current mayor of Amherstburg
(Wayne Hurst), a member of LaSalle council and a
former member of Federal Parliament.  Escaped
slaves are also credited with establishing tobacco
cultivation in Essex County.

Another example of the river’s influence in
developing regional roles and cultures can be
seen in the City of Windsor’s gambling industry.
As a jurisdictional boundary, the river did more
than physically separate the two shorelines. After
the 1830’s Michigan’s population was greatly
increased by large numbers of Protestant settlers
from the eastern United States.  They brought
with them a more stern, puritanical outlook
which was translated into several laws.  By the
end of the nineteenth century, popular pastimes
of early settlers, such as gambling and bare
knuckle prize fighting, had been outlawed in
Michigan.  Gambling, however, continued freely
on the Canadian side.  Although bare knuckle
and cock fights were illegal in Essex County,
they could be found nonetheless, in rural areas
along the river, attracting large numbers of
Americans. These activities decreased in popularity
as the twentieth century began, but horse racing
became the new and legal, industry to take their
place.  In the 1920’s, although a relatively small
city, Windsor had no less then three horse racing
tracks, all conveniently located near the river.  It
was the thousands of Americans who came to
gamble that made this possible. Today, this
industry continues in Windsor, with a large race
track and a new multi-million dollar casino, both
of which attract thousands of American visitors
every week. 

The stern outlook that outlawed gambling in
Michigan, also led to the Volstead Act in 1919,
which prohibited the sale and manufacture of
alcohol in the United States.  This led to another
unique role for the Detroit River, namely 
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smuggling. While the sale of alcohol was prohibited
in Ontario, there was no restriction on its 
manufacture.  Thus, distilleries such as Hiram
Walker’s were still able to produce large amounts
of alcohol for the export market. This export trade
was handled by special companies located on
wharves lining the river.  The bills of lading 
indicated that the exports were destined for places
such as Cuba or the Bahamas.  Nevertheless, these
cargos were loaded in small speed boats that would
return empty within two hours for another load.

The physical characteristics of the Detroit River
lent itself to smuggling with little fear of being
intercepted by police or the U.S. Coast Guard.
Boats could be easily hidden in the high reeds
that lined much of the river’s shorelines and
islands.  Light signals could be readily seen
across the river to indicate that all was clear.  In
the winter, the river was often frozen solid and
cars would quickly cross with illegal cargos at
night. On the American side, a significant boat
building industry developed in Gibralter and on
Grosse Isle, in response to smugglers’ needs.
This illegal, but prosperous activity continued well
into the twenties until the lifting of prohibition
and actually contributed much to the economy of
river front communities.

Perhaps the most visible remaining reminder of
the prohibition era, are the “road houses” still
found along the Canadian side of the river.
Although promoted as restaurants, these river
front businesses also offered patrons a wide
selection of illegal beverages.  Each establishment

had a marina for American visitors, along with
look-outs to warn of any impending raid by local
police.  Today, those that remain offer a colourful
history along with the food and beverages that
they serve.

Whiskey smugglers get ready to make a run for the Detroit shore
from a dock on the Windsor waterfront near the current Caron Ave.
pumping station.  (Courtesy of The Windsor Border Police)

A Hodgkinson drawing showing the Ambassador Bridge which opened in 1929 and provided a transportation link between Windsor and Detroit.
(Courtesy of Carl Morgan)



Through 300 years, river communities have
developed unique cultural landscapes, while
sharing a heritage bound by the Detroit River.
First settled by native and French people, then
the British, thousands more followed from
diverse cultures to create today’s cosmopolitan
setting.  Along the river, unique settings have
developed: historic Amherstburg, the French
community in LaSalle, or stately Walkerville to
name a few.  However, all river front communities
share a common legacy in the form of heritage
buildings, historic islands, literature, artworks,
songs and river front parks.  Heritage buildings,
some more than 200 years old, are located along
the river from Amherstburg to Windsor.  All 
communities now have waterfront parks, the
development of which continues today. The river
islands share common histories:  they provided
resources for native people and settlers, were
scenes of important military battles and later,
provided recreational opportunities for American
and Canadian residents.  Songs and folk-tales
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 artwork, such as Dr.Edward
Walsh’s “View of Detroit...from the Huron Church”
in 1804 (See pg. 6), provide a clearer view of life
along the river in previous centuries.  These
works illustrate the distinct nature of different
cultures that settled along the river and yet,
demonstrate the shared heritage of people who
came together to take advantage of the Detroit
River and all of the opportunities it offered.

Summary

In 2001, the tercentennial of European settlement
will be celebrated along the Detroit River.  The
interaction between the river’s two shores has
continued throughout the history of Canada and
the United States.  Major milestones in each country’s
development can be traced to events and trends
along the Detroit River.  The river and its basin
constitute a microcosm of North American history
in a way which 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 its residents who
took advantage of its potential.  Today, there is
renewed understanding that while separated under
two flags, communities are still bound together
by the river.  As the (300th) tercentennial nears,
this renewed spirit of cooperation will move the
Detroit River and its communities into the 
twenty-first century.

Assessment of Human Heritage
Values

The purpose of this section is to identify
which of the human heritage selection 
guidelines appear to be met by the river, by
quoting the guidelines and briefly describing
the human heritage values that appear to
meet them.

Outstanding human heritage value will be 
recognized when a river environment meets one
or more of the following guidelines:

It is of outstanding importance owing to its 
influence, over a period of time, on the historical
development of Canada through a major impact
upon the region in which it is located or
beyond; this would include its role in such 
historical themes as native people, settlement 
patterns and transportation. 

The Detroit River influenced the historical 
development of Canada by having a major
impact upon the region and beyond, which is 
categorized for this report in the following themes:

» European exploration, colonization and conflict
» Native People
» Early river settlements
» Urban Centers and Major Industries
» Transportation
» Water Extraction and the Development of 

Water Quality Legislation
» Regional Roles and Cultural Landscapes

European Exploration, Colonization and Conflict

European exploration of the Detroit River region
likely began almost four hundred years ago.  The
French, who realized the significance of the river
as a strategic location to advance the fur trade
and to protect their territories, established Fort
Pontchartrain in 1701. The importance of this
site was recognized by the other colonial powers
and Fort Pontchartrain would change hands twice
more, first to the British in 1760, then to the
Americans in 1796.  

The formation of the new international boundary
did little to ease the tensions between the two
countries and the War of 1812 was the result.
The Detroit River became the scene for important
battles.  It was the officers from the recently
established post at Fort Malden who formed an
alliance with Tecumseh and his warriors.
General Brock and Tecumseh repelled General
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Hull’s advance to Fort Malden and later forced
Hull to surrender Fort Detroit, at least for a time,
even though they were greatly outnumbered.
The Navy Yard, established in 1796 at Amherstburg,
produced ships for the war, including the H.M.S
Detroit which fought in the Battle of Lake Erie.

Tensions, which had been gradually declining,
would rise again between Canada and the United
States during the Upper Canada Rebellion of
1837-38.  Once again, the river was the scene of
battles, including the victories for Canadians
who captured the American Schooner, Anne and
fought in the Battle of Fighting Island.  The 
successful end of the rebellion and the Webster-
Ashburton agreement of 1842 brought an end to
hostilities between Canada and the United States.
The Detroit River, its fortifications, armies and
residents played a significant role in preserving
the Canadian and United States boundary and in
forming the friendly relations that are shared
today.

Native People

For centuries before white settlement, native
people used the Detroit River as a means of 
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A lithograph of the young Shawnee Chief Tecumseh.  (Courtesy of Dr.
Trevor Price)

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 the drawing housed approximately six hundred people.  (Courtesy of Dr. Trevor Price)



travel, resource gathering and trade.  There is
evidence of more than a dozen prehistoric or
early native settlement sites along the river’s
Canadian shore, including encampments and
burial grounds. 

The native people who settled along the river
after the establishment of Fort Pontchartrain left
their mark on the region’s history.  The Detroit
River and Fort Pontchartrain were the site of the
end of Pontiac’s uprising, after he had successfully
captured eleven other British forts.  Tecumseh’s
alliance with the British was formed along the
river, where the allies fought several important
battles against the Americans in the War of 1812.
The Huron Mission, established in the early 1700’s,
led to the eventual formation of the Anderdon
Reserve along the southern portion of the river.
This reserve was dissolved in 1875, but the 
contributions by native people to settlements
and military battles along the Detroit River endure
as an important and fascinating part of the
region’s history.

Early River Settlement

Petite Côte was established on the Canadian
river shore in 1748 and is the oldest permanent
European settlement in Ontario.  The côte’s long
narrow lots were designed to give as many 
settlers as possible access to the river which
they depended on for food, water, transportation
and communications.  It was the river that ensured
the success of these settlements and later, the
urban centres.  

The Detroit River basin was a vital source for
furs in the eighteenth century. Even after its fur
supplies dwindled, the Towns of Detroit and
Sandwich remained important fur trade centres
due to their strategic location. Eventually, the fur
trade ended, but the River and Lakes supplied
another resource for a new industry: fish.  For a
time, fish factories along both sides of the river
employed hundreds of people, shipping thousands
of barrels of fish across Canada and the United
States. The river ensured early settlement survival
and growth. Residents used the river’s resources
to support important early industries and 
businesses, while providing food for thousands of
people in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

Urban Centres and Major Industries

The location and development of the region’s
first urban centres, Amherstburg, Sandwich and
Windsor, were not only influenced but essentially
determined by the Detroit River. Amherstburg

and Sandwich were established more than 200
years ago when the British were forced to abandon
Detroit to the Americans. Amherstburg was
selected as the site for a new fort and navy yard
because of its strategic location on the river.
The site for Sandwich, the new administrative
centre for the Western District, was chosen for
accessibility to Detroit and the river.  Windsor
developed as the closest and easiest ferry 
crossing to Detroit.

The railways brought new transportation routes
and prominence to Windsor. Entrepreneurs 
capitalized on the river, the rail lines and 
differences in international trade laws and
duties, to establish new businesses.  

These small enterprises grew to become major
industries such as Ford of Canada and Hiram
Walker’s, employing thousands of Canadians both
within this region and beyond. New towns grew
with the industries, as thousands of immigrants
poured into the area with the promise of jobs.
The Detroit River area demonstrates the symbiotic
effects of industry and residential development
and further, illustrates how industries begun
along one river, can benefit many well beyond its
shores.

Transportation

To the area’s first settlers, the Detroit River was
the most efficient means of transportation and
communication with the outside world.  As 
settlements grew, the Detroit River became part
of a vital water transportation route, for ships
carrying passengers and cargo between new
towns and to the opening mid-west. The later
arrival of the railway brought thousands more,
from Buffalo and eastern Canada to Windsor,
where ferries carried passengers across the river
to continue with their journey.  By the late 
nineteenth century, street railways connected
communities along the river and throughout the
county, carrying thousands to the ferries where
they crossed the river to work in Michigan.  The
reverse traffic of Americans crossing the river to
enjoy recreation opportunities in Windsor greatly
added to the busy crossing.

As technology progressed, roadways and cars
replaced trains.  The ferries could not cope with
the volumes of traffic crossing the river.  This
led to the opening of the Ambassador Bridge
(1929) and the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel in 1930.
Today the bridge and tunnel accommodate 
thousands of vehicles daily, making Windsor/Detroit
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the busiest border crossing in North America.
In the past 200 years, the Detroit River has been
one of the busiest waterways in the world.
Literature describes a river filled with schooners,
sculls, steamboats and the occasional canoe in
the nineteenth century, while lake and ocean
freighters as well as pleasure craft of all sizes fill
its waters today.   The freighters and the cargos
they carry continue to benefit industries along
the river and beyond, playing a vital role in
Canadian and American economies.

Water Extraction and the Development of Water
Quality Legislation

Since the beginning, the Detroit River has 
provided water for residents, agriculture and
industries.  The river has also been used to carry
away the resulting wastes.  By the late nineteenth
century, all river front communities had piped
water and flush toilets, but sewage was dumped
directly into the river as it always had been.
Water quality and resulting infectious diseases,
had become a problem for metropolitan Windsor
and Detroit.  By the 1900’s, the river was making
it clear that the actions of one country could
have dire consequences on the amenities of the
other.  This set the stage for the for the signing
of the Boundary Waters Act in 1908, which dealt
with international water issues and established
the International Joint Commission (IJC).  Reports
by the IJC slowly led to all river front communities
installing water filtration and later, sewage 
treatment plants.  Today, cooperation continues,
as residents from both shores work to meet 
challenges in an effort to ensure a healthy
Detroit River ecosystem and clean waters for
generations to come.  The IJC office is now located
on the river in Windsor.

Regional Roles and Cultural Landscapes

Through the centuries, the Detroit River and the
international boundary have influenced regional
roles and cultural landscapes, creating unique
settings in communities who share a heritage
bound by its waters.  A vital local French 
community and contributions of former slaves
who came to Canada via the underground railroad,
are two examples of unique cultures influenced
by the river.  The river has also influenced
Windsor’s gambling industry and provides a
colourful history of alcohol smuggling during the
prohibition era.  

The Canadian islands in the river share common
histories having provided resources for native
people and settlers, sites for important military

battles and recreation opportunities for Canadians
and Americans alike. The river front communities
share in a legacy of heritage buildings and
waterfront parks.  Songs, folk tales and literature
passed down through generations provide a
vibrant glimpse into lives of early settlers.  All of
these are reminders of the past and demonstrate
the shared heritage of different people who
came together to seize the opportunities offered
by and along, the Detroit River.

The Detroit River is strongly associated with 
persons, events, movements, achievements, 
ideas or beliefs of Canadian significance.
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This view of the Navy Yard Park in Amherstburg shows the Detroit
River and Bob-lo Island in the background. (Courtesy of Carl Morgan)



The Detroit River and its basin have been 
associated with numerous persons, events and
achievements of Canadian significance through
nearly four hundred years of recorded history.
The list below provides some of the most 
important.

1. Native people who used the river, its islands 
and shores as resource gathering sites, 
encampments, burial grounds and spritual 
places for centuries before European 
settlement. 

2. French and Jesuit explorers who first visited 
the region nearly 400 years ago, giving the 
cartographer Sanson information that enabled
him to draw a map of the entire region, 
including Lakes Erie and St. Clair, in 1650.

3. Jesuit missionaries, Brebeuf and Choumont 
who, in the early 1600’s, established a 
Neutral village, which they named St. Michel, 
along the southeastern shore of the Detroit 
River, near present day Little River in Windsor.

4. French priests, Casson and Galinee, who 
undertook the first recorded European voyage
up the Detroit River in 1669.

5. Sieur de LaSalle, who navigated the first 
sailing ship, the ‘Griffon’ along the river in 
1679.

6. Hennepin, who accompanied LaSalle and 
gave one of the first descriptions of Detroit 
River and its surrounding lands.

7. Sieur de la Mothe Cadillac who convinced 
authorities of the strategic importance of the
Detroit River and established Fort Pontchartrain
in 1701.

8. French voyageurs who travelled thousands of
kilometres, through rough terrain, bringing
the first settlers and supplies to Fort 
Pontchartrain and also, carried tons of furs 
from Detroit to Montreal.

9. The Ottawa people, who established a village
in the early eighteenth century on the 
Canadian shore of the Detroit River, where 
they remained for more than 60 years.

10. The Huron mission, established in 1728 with 
the Jesuits.  Located first on Bois Blanc Island,
then at La Pointe de Montreal on the Canadian

shore, it formed the nucleus for the Catholic 
Parish of Assumption, the first in Ontario.

11. The Huron Reserve, established first at the 
Mission, then sold to create the Town of 
Sandwich.  The Anderdon Reserve replaced 
it, but was dissolved in 1875.

12. Petite Côte, formed by French settlers from 
the St. Lawrence in 1749, is the oldest 
permanent agricultural settlement in Ontario,
and is now part of the Town of LaSalle.

13. Chief Pontiac, who created a confederacy 
with the goal of capturing all British forts, 
and surrounding territories, but failed when 
he was unable to capture Fort Lenault.

14. The Treaty of Paris, which ended the American
Revolution in 1783 and created the 
international boundary along the Detroit River.

15. The Honourable James Baby, 1763-1833, 
who held important positions in provincial 
government and who lived on the river for 
many years giving the Duff-Baby House its 
name. 

16. Alexander McKee and Colonel Matthew Elliott
who played important roles in difficult 
negotiations with native people that resulted 
in the purchase of most lands along Lake 
Erie, the Detroit River and Lake St. Clair.

17. Lt. Colonel William Caldwell, a veteran of the 
War of 1812 and a prominent member of the
British Indian Department.

18. The Shawnee warrior Tecumseh who 
established an alliance with the British and 
fought in important battles in the War of 1812
including the Skirmishes at River Canard and 
the Capture of Detroit.

19. British Generals Procter and Brock who 
fought with Tecumseh and his warriors in 
the Battles mentioned above.

20.The Upper Canada Rebellion of 1837-38 and 
the successful battles fought along the 
Detroit River, including the Capture of the 
‘Anne’, the skirmish on Fighting Island and 
the Battle of Windsor.

21. The Great Saux Trail, travelled by native 
people from the developing United States, 
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who made annual pilgrimages to Fort Malden
to receive gifts from the British until the 
1830’s.

22. The Town of Sandwich, established in 1797 
along the shores of the Detroit River which 
became the administrative centre for the 
Western District.

23. The Town of Amherstburg, established with 
the new military post and navy yard in 1796 
because of its strategic location along the 
navigable channel of the southern portion of 
the Detroit River.

24. The City of Windsor, which formed and 
prospered due to the ferry crossing to Detroit
and other influences of the Detroit River.

25. The fur trade and fishing industries of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in 
which the Detroit River played a central role 
and contributed greatly to both local and 
national economies.

26. The Great Western Railway, one of Ontario’s 
pioneering railways, ran from Niagara to 
Windsor.  Its opening in 1854, increased the 
importance of Windsor and the Detroit River 
as a transportation route to the opening 
west.

27. Col. Arthur Rankin, who commanded the 
Ninth Military District from 1855 to 1861 
and served three terms as a member in 
parliament for Essex County.

28. The University of Windsor, which originated 
from Assumption College, the school founded
by the Jesuits of the Huron Mission, in 1857 
on the banks of the Detroit River.

29. The “Underground Railway,” which ended in 
both Amherstburg and Windsor, bringing 
escaped slaves to freedom in Canada, many 
of whom settled along the river front.

30. Hiram Walker, who founded the distillery, 
Hiram Walker and Sons Ltd., on the river 
front, formed the community of Walkerville, 
and provided many philanthropic contributions
to the Windsor area.

31. Henry Ford, who along with Gordon McGregor
and other businessmen, started Ford of 
Canada in a small factory on the Detroit River
in 1904.

32. Prohibition, which led to an era of smuggling
alcohol across the river in the 1920’s and 
‘road houses’, some of which still exist along
the waterfront, that catered to Americans 
who visited by boat.

33. The Ontario gambling industry, which 
originated in Windsor due to its proximity to 
Detroit and the differences in law between 
Ontario and Michigan and is now a significant
part of the region’s cultural and economic 
fabric.

34. The local French community, descended 
from the first people who settled the river 
front and is still thriving today.

35. Ships, such as the schooner Huron, which 
supplied Fort Pontchartrain during Pontiac’s 
siege, the H.M.S. Detroit, which was built in 
Amherstburg and became the premiere 
British ship in the War of 1812, the J.T. Wing,
a schooner that sailed the river and lakes and
was brought to Belle Isle in 1949 and the 
Walk-in-the-Water, the first steam ship to sail
the lakes and river in 1818.  This brief listing
gives an idea of the rich Great Lakes maritime
history that is shared by the Detroit River.

36. The Detroit River ferries, the first of which 
were operated by two Canadian businessmen,
McKinstry and Burns in the 1820’s. For more 
than 100 years the ferries provided the most 
efficient mode of transport for millions of 
people and tons of cargo and were an 
important link in the route to settle parts of 
Western Canada and the United States

37. The Canada Southern Railway, which first 
established a terminus in Amherstburg, then 
in 1883, re-established it in Windsor. In 
1908, this railway was connected by a tunnel 
under the river to the Michigan Central 
Railway.  This tunnel remains in operation 
today.

38. The Essex Terminal Railway, which linked all 
river front communities by 1918, transporting
cargos for major industries. This line still 
moves more freight per mile of rail than any 
other in Canada.

39. The Livingstone Channel, constructed near 
Amherstburg between 1907 and 1912, which
opened the river to today’s large ocean-
going and lake freighters.
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40. The Ambassador Bridge (1929) and the 
Detroit-Windsor Tunnel which opened in 
1930 making Windsor/Detroit the busiest 
border crossing in North America. Now part 
of the NAFTA super highway, the bridge 
alone in September 1998 recorded more than
6,000 trucks crossing into Canada in a single
day.

41. The Boundary Waters Act, signed in 1908 by 
Canada and the United States to deal with 
international water issues and to form the 
International Joint Commission. Recommendations
made by the Commission in 1913 and 1914 
led to water filtration measures and later, 
sewage treatment in river front communities.

42. The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, 
signed by both countries in 1972 and 
amended in 1978, which led to further 
measures being taken by river front 
communities to clean up the Detroit River.

43. Detroit River communities participated in the 
formation of the Essex Region Conservation 
Authority in 1973, which has since coordinated
numerous projects to protect the river’s 
shoreline and natural areas and to clean up 
its waters.

44. The formation of public waterfront parks, 
which began primarily in the early twentieth 
century and continues today in all 
communities. These parks provide green 
space and opportunities for residents and 
tourists to enjoy the river.

45. Bob-lo Island, which was one of the sites for 
the Huron Mission, was used as forward 
defenses for Fort Malden by the British, was 
the main encampment for Tecumseh and his 
warriors in preparing for the War of 1812, 
and finally served as a major recreation 
destination and amusement park for 
Canadian and American residents from the 
late nineteenth century until 1993.

46. Inspired, at least in part, by the Detroit River 
and events that occurred along it, a number 
of artists have produced paintings and art
work through three centuries.  Some of 
Ontario’s’ first artists lived along the river 
including Dr. Edward Walsh, who painted the 
earliest known scene of the river in 1804, 
and Catherine Reynolds.  Modern artists 
include Ron Suchui and Leo Kuschel.

47. The Detroit River has inspired novelists and 
historians to produce works on the Detroit 
River. Two notable nineteenth century authors
who wrote about the river or events along it 
include John Richardson and Anne Jamieson. 
Dr. Bryan Walls wrote an account of his 
ancestors who came to Essex County via the 
“underground railroad.” There are several 
accounts of river life produced by historians 
covering three centuries of development.  
Authors include: E.J.Lajeunesse, Michael Power,
Frederic Neal, Marty Gervais, Carl Morgan, 
Herb Colling, Dr. Trevor Price and Larry Kulisek.

48. In addition to those noted earlier, a number 
of notable Canadians and some Americans, 
have been associated with the Canadian 
shores of the river including:  Chief Joseph 
White, who was the last chief of the Huron 
reserve and received a medal from the Prince
of Wales for his role in quashing the Upper 
Canada Rebellion of 1837-38, Solomon 
White, a native Mayor of Windsor in 1890 and
a member of Ontario Legislature for fourteen 
years, Henry Bibb, who published the Voice of 
the Fugitive, Father Potier, a missionary 
priest, sent to establish a mission to the 
Hurons in 1743 and his lexicon of the French 
language which was the only study under the 
pre-conquest French.

49. Notable Canadian and U.S. Politicians from 
the Detroit River area included; General 
William Harrison who briefly occupied the 
Baby house in 1813 and later became the 
President of the United States, Eugene Whelan, 
former federal agriculture minister and now a
Senator, Paul Martin Sr., former member of 
federal parliament, Paul Martin Jr., Federal 
Minister of Finance and Herb Gray, Deputy 
Prime Minister of Canada.

50. The Detroit River is the site of the 
International Freedom Festival, which was 
begun more than 40 years ago to celebrate 
the heritage and peace shared between Canada
and the United States. Today millions of people
crowd the river front on both sides to enjoy 
numerous events including the annual fireworks
display which is conducted from three barges
in the middle of the river.
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The Detroit River contains historical or 
archaeological structures, works or sites which 
are unique, rare or of great antiquity and 
contains outstanding examples or concentrations
of historical or archaeological structures, works 
or sites which are representative of major 
themes in Canadian history.

1. There are more than a dozen archaeological 
sites along the Detroit River that date from 
prehistoric to native settlements in the past 
two centuries.

2. Bellevue, a Georgian style house built in 
1812, located on the river south of 
Amherstburg.  This was the home of artist 
Catherine Reynolds.

3. Fort Malden, now a National Historic Site, 
and the Kings Navy Yard, commemorated as 
a waterfront park, are two important sites in 
Amherstburg representing the early nineteenth
century and the War of 1812.

4. As a 200 year old town, Amherstburg contains
several significant buildings and century 
homes.  Some of the most notable include: 
Christ Church (1819), St. John the Baptist 
Church (1899), the Gordon House (1798), 
the Park House (1798, now a museum) and 
the North American Black Historical Museum.

5. Sandwich, now part of Windsor and also 200
years old, contains significant heritage  
buildings including the former District 
Court House and Gaol (now MacKenzie Hall), 
the Duff-Baby mansion (1796), the Zoli 
Antiques building (1808), St. John’s Church 
and Assumption Church, located on the site 
of the original mission.

6. The reconstructed windmill, located on its 
original site in Sandwich and representative 
of others once located along the river 
because it was a natural wind tunnel.

7. Notable heritage buildings in Windsor 
include: the Francois Baby House, 
(now Windsor’s Community Museum), the 
Capitol Theatre, Willistead Manor (former 
home of E.C. Walker, son of Hiram Walker), 
Holy Rosary Church (1911) and many other 
designated heritage buildings.

Historical Integrity

The purpose of this section is to describe
how the Detroit River appears to meet the
historical integrity guidelines.

Most of its regime should have the same visual 
appearance as it had during the period of the 
river’s historic period when it was considered of 
outstanding importance.  Most of the artifacts 
comprising the values for which the river is 
nominated must be unimpaired by impoundments

and human land uses.  Neighbouring land uses 
must not seriously affect the historical experience
offered by the river environment.

The Detroit River‘s regime has remained basically
unchanged since the area was discovered by
European explorers more than 300 years ago.
Today, it flows past the same lands and islands,
without impoundments, as it has for centuries.
Its shorelines have changed in many locations
through erosion protection projects and urban
development, but pockets of undeveloped land
still exist, appearing much as they did in the
past.  Today the river is even busier with pleasure
craft and freighters, just as it was with sculls,
schooners and steam boats a century ago.

The Detroit River shorelines now include urban
skylines, rail lines, industrial developments,
parklands, farms and natural areas.  Each of
these uses is representative of the several 
periods which have contributed equally to the
river’s historical significance.  Far from detracting
from the historical experience, these neighbouring
land uses are part of that experience as testimony
to the river’s influence on Canadian and 
international history.  In addition there are 
several sites, such as Fort Wayne, which are
found on the American side of the river.

There are rich examples of in situ (in its original
place) historical artifacts along the Detroit River.
Archaeological sites, Fort Malden and several
heritage buildings represent pre-settlement, as
well as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Residents and visitors can learn about the past at
several museums including Fort Malden, the Park
House, the North American Black Historical
Museum and Windsor’s Community Museum, 
formerly the Francois Baby House. The twentieth
century skylines, river tunnels and  Ambassador
Bridge also represent an important period in the 



river’s history.  Their use today will write the 
history books of tomorrow.

Previous generations have left numerous cultural
resources now found in museums, libraries, 
parklands and private collections. Artifacts, ranging
from arrowheads to cannons and ship anchors,
tell the story of the river’s heritage.  Historical
accounts, told through personal letters, journals,
or published books, provide a glimpse of past
generations and the river’s influence in their daily
lives. Photos, drawings and paintings, some more
than two hundred years old, provide an even clearer
picture of the past.   Equally important are the
songs, legends and folk-tales that have been
passed down from generation to generation, 
providing poignant chapters of the river’s story.

It must also be remembered that the Detroit
River itself is a cultural resource and is especially
unique because it is shared by two countries.  As
people gaze on the river today, the feelings they
experience - awe, optimism and hope, are perhaps
the same as those felt by explorers and settlers
centuries ago.  The connection with the river
today is, in many ways, the same as in previous
generations. That connection  is as valuable to
people as the tangible and intangible artifacts
that have been left behind, each contributing to
the unique heritage of the Detroit River.

Recreational Values

Description of Recreational Values

The purpose of this section is to describe the 
outstanding recreational features of the
Detroit River and its immediate environment.

In describing the recreational values along the
river, there are eight distinct themes that can be
used: boating, fishing and hunting, parklands
and other recreation, trails and corridors, nature
appreciation, human heritage appreciation;
tourism and ecotourism; and the scenic river. 
(Appendix 10) 

Boating

The history of boating on the Detroit River can
be linked to the first “industry” in the region –
the fur trade.  Transportation then depended on
walking great distances, or traveling by canoe.
Later, sailing ships began to dominate as the
method for moving goods.  By the early 1900’s,
many families rented boats for excursions across

the river, to the islands, to Detroit, or to go 
fishing.  The Detroit River became very well
known in the early 1900s for shipbuilding 
including several famous side-wheel passenger
ships. The steamer ships became a regular site
along the Detroit River and regularly carried more
than 1,000 passengers on each formal, glitzy cruise

complete with orchestras and dancing.  These
passenger ships carried 12 million people
through the Detroit River in the first part of this
century.  These boats also regularly held races
on the Detroit River and into Lake Erie which
provided for lucrative gambling opportunities.

Although it will always remain a key transportation
and shipping link, most of its travellers today
use recreational watercraft along its lengths. 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 public and private
marinas on both the Canadian and American
sides of the river provide more than 12,000
slips, underlining the significance of boating in
river communities and not just in terms of
recreation.  The economic impact of boating in
the Detroit River region is estimated at more
than one billion dollars annually.  
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Wedding on the River

International Freedom Festival Fireworks
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A number of sailing and yacht clubs have also
flourished. The American side of the Detroit 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. Quite recently the
Essex Region Conservation Authority, the boating
community, Canadian Coast Guard and the private
sector, have created a unique partnership in
establishing and managing the White Sands
Conservation Area – Ontario’s first boat-only
accessible Conservation Area.  

There is also a growing number of canoeists,
kayakers and rowers using the river.  The Detroit
River is home to the oldest rowing club in 
continuous existence in the world - the Detroit
Boat Club on Belle Isle.  In fact, rowing clubs have
used the Detroit River since 1875 and clubs in
LaSalle, Wyandotte, E-corse and Detroit still use
the river today. 

Boat restoration projects underway on both sides
of the river, most notably the HMS Detroit in
Amherstburg and the Columbia in Detroit, point
to the cultural significance and grandeur of 
boating and the considerable interest in the
boating history of the Detroit River region.

Fishing and Hunting

The Detroit River system provides diverse habitats
for a wide variety of fish and birds.  It supports
in excess of three 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 such as
the bald eagle.  

Waterfowl hunting is popular within wetlands in
the Detroit River watershed and there are also
hunting seasons for pheasant and deer.

Walter K. Ranta Marina

Assumption Park
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The river has been used for recreational fishing
since before the turn of the century but there are
few records from that early era. Of the 117 species
of fish that inhabit the Great Lakes, 65 are found
in the Detroit River. The river and its watershed
are home to significant spawning and fishing
grounds for bass, walleye, perch and sturgeon.
The diversity and quantity of fish have made the
river a year round centre of activity for anglers.
Fishing in the Detroit River – Lake St. Clair system
generates in excess of $10,000,000 annually. 

Fishing is not limited to the rural parts of the
river.  The Detroit River has often been considered
the premier urban fishery in North America
because of its variety of species and access to
the river.  

Projects now underway along the Detroit River and
upstream in its watersheds will re-introduce
species and improve wetland and upland habitat.
These projects reflect community interest in
maintaining fishing and hunting opportunities,
as well as the need for the long term management
and protection of both public and private habitat
areas.

Parklands and Other Recreation

The heritage and cultural values of Detroit River
communities are reflected in their waterfront
parks.  The region’s development patterns and
economy were based on access to the river.

Windsor, LaSalle, Amherstburg and on the
American side, Detroit and the downriver 
communities have recognized the importance of
open space along the river.  They have developed
parks and open space systems that reflect human
heritage, provide access to the river and venues
for festivals, events and public amenities.

These lands are popular year round with joggers,
cyclists, fishermen, photographers and many
others.  They offer spectacular views of the Detroit
River itself including urban skylines and rural
shorelines. Because of their strategic location,
accessibility and recreational diversity, these
waterfronts have potential to attract visitors from
regional, national and even international markets.

Visitors to the City of Detroit who look across
the river to Windsor and see that city’s extensive
river front park system will soon be able to enjoy
a new riverwalk greenway. It will provide access
to the Detroit River and ultimately connect lands
from Belle Isle, America’s largest urban/island
park, south to the Ambassador Bridge.  This

project will also tie together several existing
parks, linking them to greenways in Michigan’s
down river communities, including Trenton and
Wyandotte.

Trails and Corridors

A system of trails designed to appeal to both 
fitness and nature enthusiasts has been planned
to traverse the agricultural landscape, urban 
centres, parklands, natural areas and smaller
communities in the Detroit River watershed.
Plans in Windsor, Detroit and the down river
communities call for expansion of existing river
front parks and trails systems to create a larger
linked system along both sides of the river. 

Nature Appreciation

The southern location of the Detroit River makes
its natural landscapes incredibly diverse and
among the most significant in Canada.  As part
of Canada’s “South Coast”, surrounded by water,
the region in general has a very moderate climate
and as a result, contains the greatest variety of
plants and animals in the country.  Many species
are considered nationally, provincially and
regionally, rare or endangered and found nowhere
else in Canada. The Detroit River corridor and
the region in general, are noted for its lush
marshes, beautiful Carolinian woodlands, tall
grass prairie, savanna and alvar habitats.  

The Detroit River area is internationally recognized
for birds, plant and animal species and the
nature appreciation opportunities made possible
by that diversity.  People from around the world
visit the region every spring and fall to take in
some of the best birding on the planet.  The
communities along the river have recognized the
significance of their open spaces and are taking
measures to protect them through land use 
planning, planning policies and development
regulations. Corporate support for the Essex
Region Conservation Foundation and other 
conservation initiatives clearly shows that the
private sector also sees the need to be actively
involved in the protection of natural areas.

Human Heritage Appreciation

The communities along the Detroit River pride
themselves on the depth of their human heritage
and its close association with the river.  Special
events, festivals, landmarks and museums reflect
the significance of the river in the history of these
communities. This history is also evident in the
parks and open spaces along the river. These
parks often include reminders of important local
historical events. The programming at historic



sites such as Fort Malden in Amherstburg and
Fort Wayne in Detroit are especially noteworthy.

Tourism and Ecotourism

Tourism is a multi-million dollar industry in the
Detroit River region and a major economic engine
in its communities. Interest in the region is
expanding to the international marketplace.
Travel writers and tour operators from the United
Kingdom, Japan, South Africa, Germany and France
are now providing editorial coverage on the region
in the overseas marketplace.  The Detroit River
has also recently been a destination for Cruise
Ships.  The increase in general sightseeing is due
in part to the development of specialized tours
such as African American Heritage or local wineries.
Local sightseeing tours are offering a spectacular
view of the river by boat, in addition to coordinating
weddings ceremonies, receptions, galas and meetings.
Eco-tourism, or nature based tourism, is a growing
industry, which makes use of the natural landscape
along the river, its location along bird migration
flightpaths and the diversity species and habitats
unique in Canada. Festivals and events which are

internationally recognized take place on the river
each year as a celebration for local communities
and a destination for tourists.  

The Scenic River

The Detroit River is visually impressive. The sight
of lake and ocean freighters, all manner of pleasure
craft, urban skylines and nearby rural landscapes,
rare and endangered wildlife species and a cannon
still poised at an historic fort, provide a diverse
and scenic mosaic. It is a river that provides a
rich variety of views both from water and land.
The vistas change along the course of the river,
from the upper urban landscape and the unique
skyline, to the middle wetlands and agricultural
land, to the lower cultural and recreational 

landscape. The views of the Detroit River change
and are visually appealing from day to night and
through each of the seasons.  This character
forms the backdrop to the many events and 
festivals held at the Detroit River each year and
makes it a river landscape of constant visual
interest.

Assessment of Recreational Values

The purpose of this section is to state
whether or not the following two selection
guidelines appear to be met by the river and,
it so, to quote the guidelines and briefly
describe how the Detroit River’s recreation
values appear to meet these guidelines.

The river possesses an appropriate combination
of recreational opportunities and related natural
values which together provide capability for an 
outstanding recreational experience.  Be capable
of supporting recreational uses without significant
loss of or impact on its natural, historic and 
aesthetic values.

The Detroit River does support wide and varied 
recreational pursuits without significant loss or
impact on its natural, cultural, or aesthetic values.
In fact, recreational pursuits such as nature and
human heritage appreciation, hunting, fishing
and birding rely heavily on their natural and 
cultural landscapes.  Planning and management
of the lands by local, regional and provincial
governments show a strong commitment to the
Detroit River and its resources.  This commitment
is reflected in the conservation of natural lands
through official plans and zoning; and an 
unrelenting dedication to maintaining an 
accessible river front parks system. This is
accomplished through acquisition, planning, 
corridor development and respect for natural
and human heritage in the design and 
management of public lands along the river. 

Recreation Integrity

The purpose of this section is to describe
how the Detroit River appears to meet the
recreational integrity guidelines.

In addition to meeting both of the above 
guidelines, for a river to be judged to have out
standing Canadian recreational value, it should 
possess water of a quality suitable for the 
recreational activities pursued.
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Summer Scene by the Detroit River
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In addition to meeting the recreational value
guidelines for Canadian Heritage River Status, the
Detroit River possesses water quality adequate
for many forms of recreation throughout its
length, from on-water recreational pursuits such
as swimming and boating, to related pursuits
such as hunting, fishing and nature appreciation.
In fact, the quality of the river combined with the
region’s moderate climate supports unique 
landscapes and habitats found nowhere else in
Canada. It also provides drinking water to more
than five million people.  This level of quality is
due to efforts by many provincial, regional and
local agencies such as the Essex Region
Conservation Authority.  The Detroit River Cleanup
and habitat enhancement initiatives will permit all
uses of the river to continue. Public education
projects further demonstrate a commitment to
improve the quality of the resource for generations
to come.

Natural Heritage Values

Description of Natural Heritage Values

The Detroit River conveys more than 90% of the
water that flows into Lake Erie discharging an
average of 458 billion litres of water per day.
This amount comparable to the mighty rivers of
the world. In addition, it provides drinking water
for over five million people.  The river rarely
freezes completely, providing long seasons for
access.  The Detroit River watershed drains more
than 2,000 square kilometres and consists of
rich soils deposited on what is an ancient lake
bottom.  This rich soil and generally flat 
topography provided excellent conditions for the
development of lush forests and large areas of
highly productive wetlands.  The region is 
considered globally significant for its biological
diversity. (Appendix 11)

The Detroit River lies solely within the Carolinian
Canada zone and contains many rare plants and
animals not found elsewhere in Canada.  The
river’s ecosystem includes some of the most 
significant biological communities such as remnant
tracts of Carolinian forest, tallgrass prairie, oak
savanna and large areas of wetland.  It is 
estimated that some 2,200 species of indigenous

plants are found here, including ferns, grasses,
sedges.  More than 70 species of indigenous
trees include tulip tree, paw paw, eight species
of oak.  In total, more than one third of Canada’s
rare, threatened and endangered species are
located in the Carolinian zone.

The Detroit River serves as a major migration
route and is home to 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 and egrets and
numerous species of butterflies and dragonflies.
Of these, many are provincially and nationally
rare including the pied-billed grebe, great egret
and black-crowned night heron.  Significant bird
species which breed in the wetlands of the
Detroit River include least bittern, northern shoveler,
ruddy duck, forster’s tern, white-eyed vireo and
yellow-headed blackbird. The Canard River Marsh
is a Detroit River Wetland that provides important
habitat for migratory waterfowl and shorebirds.
It is a nationally significant waterfowl staging
area with more than 10,000 canvasback ducks
found there in the late fall.  About 5,000 canvas-
backs use the  wetlands also support the 

endangered bald eagle and threatened Eastern
spiny soft-shell turtle.

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 indigenous species
of fish found in the Detroit River that flow from
the upper lakes, representing both cold and warm
water species.  Cold water species inhabit the
channels while warm water species inhabit the
lower river embayments.  

Canard Marsh

The purpose of this section is to describe the
outstanding natural heritage features of the
river and its immediate environment.
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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.  The
most abundant species are northern pike, gizzard
shad, bowfin, common carp, oldfish, carp-
goldfish hybrids, golden shiner, blacknose
shiner, white sucker, brook silverside, rock bass,
pumpkinseed, black crappie and yellow perch.
Several species use river wetlands for spawning
include lake sturgeon, muskellunge, 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 has 
sufficiently high fish and aquatic habitat values
to have been identified as a Biodiversity Investment
Area by the provincial and federal governments.

The coastal wetlands of the Detroit River also
offer especially important habitat for reptiles
since surrounding landscape have been 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 soft-shell turtle.

The mammalian fauna of Essex County has
undergone tremendous changes since the area
was first settled. Since 1970, 25 species of 
mammals have been recorded within the Detroit
River watershed, including small mammals such
as the European hare, Eastern chipmunk, 
woodchuck, gray and red squirrels, deer and
house mouse, meadow vole, muskrat, the Virginia
opossum, Northern short-tailed shrew, five species
of bats and larger mammals such as the coyote,
red fox, gray fox, raccoon, mink, striped skunk
and white-tailed deer.  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 United States under the 1992 United
Nations Convention of Biological Diversity and by
Michigan under its Biodiversity Conservation Act.
To this end, both Canada and the United States
are undertaking many important initiatives to
restore and enhance the natural heritage values
of the Detroit River including Biodiversity
Conservation Strategies, River Restoration, Fish
Habitat and Rural Non-Point Source Remediation
Programs.  

Numerous enhancement, monitoring and 
remediation  programs are being implemented
by both countries.  The Detroit River is now the
focus of an ambitious binational effort, as 
communities work together to protect a
resource vital to the common good of two
nations.

Assessment of Natural Values

The purpose of this section is to identify
which of the natural heritage selection 
guidelines appear to be met by the river.

Is an outstanding example of river environments
as they are affected by the major stages and 
processes in the earth’s history of  rivers which 
are represented in Canada.  This would include 
rivers which best represent the major periods of 
geological time and which the surface of the earth

underwent major changes and stream modifications.

In describing the natural heritage values along
the river, it is important to note the River’s role
during the formation of the Great Lakes system
and its ongoing role in linking habitats and 
landscapes recognized globally for their 
significance.  

Since the glaciers retreated 10,000 years ago,
the Detroit River has played a vital role in the
shaping of the Great Lakes ecosystem.  As the
waters of post-glacial Lake Erie receded, the
present Detroit River channel began to be 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

Swamp Rose Mallow
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developed with the waters of the Great Lakes
flowing along the French and Mattawa Rivers,
leaving the Detroit River basin dry.  When isostatic
rebound was sufficient to divert the waters from
the French/Mattawa system, the Detroit River
regained its water flow and became the major
link connecting the upper and lower Great Lakes.  

Containing 20% of the world’s freshwater supply,
the Great Lakes system is one of the most important
in the world.  In fact, 90% of the water in the Great
Lakes System flows through the Detroit River. 

Is an outstanding representation of significant 
on-going fluvial, geomorphological and biological 
processes. As distinct from the periods of the 
earth’s development, this focuses upon ongoing 

processes in the evolution and form of the river 
and its associated plant and animal communities.

Contains along its course unique, rare or 
outstanding examples of natural phenomena, 
formations or features, or areas of exceptional 
natural beauty.  Contains along its course 
habitats of rare of endangered species of plants 
and animals.  This would include areas where 
outstanding concentrations of plants and animals
of Canadian interest and significance are found.

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, to
Lake Erie (the most biologically productive of all
five Great Lakes.) From a global perspective, the
Detroit River contains remnant Great Lakes
coastal marshes and remnants of the world’s
richest freshwater mussel fauna.  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.

The rich soil and flat topography of the Detroit
River and its watersheds provided excellent 
conditions for the development of lush forests
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: “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 
abundant human 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. 

Carolinian Canada Woodlot
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Natural Integrity

The purpose of this section is to describe
how the river appears to meet the natural
integrity
guidelines.

In addition to meeting one or more of the guide 
lines, for a river to be judged to have outstanding
Canadian natural heritage values it must possess
the following natural integrity values: Rivers 
should not have any man-made impoundments 
within the nomination section.

The Detroit River does not contain any man-
made impoundments.  Its regime has remained
virtually unchanged since the first settlements.  

All key elements and ecosystem components 
must be unaffected by impoundments located 
outside the nominated section.  

The entire Detroit River and its major tributaries
are being nominated as a CHRS and there are un
affected impoundments located, outside the
nominated section.

Natural values for which a river is nominated 
must not have been created by impoundments. 

The significant features of the Detroit River system
lies within the Carolinian Canada zone and 
contains many plants and animals that rarely
occur even within this zone.  None of these 
features have been created by impoundments.

The river’s outstanding natural heritage features
and key elements of ecosystems must be 
unimpaired by human land uses.  

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 in 1987, major efforts are underway
to reduce inputs of toxic chemicals, nutrients
and bacteria.  Preservation, protection and
enhancement of natural habitat is also a major
focus. 

The Canadian Detroit River Cleanup,  which is
the follow up to the RAP process, is a community
based effort which is focusing specifically on the
following areas as a means to rehabilitate, enhance
and sustain the ecosystem of the Detroit River:

» Non-Point Source Pollution
» Combined Sewer Overflows
» Point Source Pollution
» Contaminated Sediments
» Habitat
» Public Involvement and Communications

A comparable structure is being developed on
the American side.

The river’s water must be uncontaminated to the 
extent that its natural aquatic ecosystem is intact.

In our attempts to restore the Detroit River’s
ecosystem, many of the improvement projects
underway along the Detroit River are not required
by regulation.  Private companies and public
agencies are planning and developing projects
which will assist in improving the Detroit River,
including Biodiversity Strategies, River Restoration,
Fish Habitat and Rural Non-Point Source
Remediation Programs.  Some of the early 
successes are briefly described below.

» 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. 

» In the Little River tributary a rehabilitation 
program has been initiated to restore the 
natural flood plain in one area of the river.  

» Proposed habitat enhancements at the 
Canadian Salt Company will see the 
development of three off-shore islands to 

Flock of Terns
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establish 4,500 m
2

of new habitat for fish 
and wildlife communities and further protect 
2.8 ha of submergent vegetation.  

» The mouth of the Canard River tributary 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. 

Both Canada and the United States are undertaking
these important initiatives to restore and enhance
the natural heritage values of the Detroit River.
The Detroit River is now the focus of an ambitious

binational effort, as communities on both sides
of the Detroit River work together to protect a
resource vital to the common good of two nations.

River Canard
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IV River Integrity

The purpose of this section is to describe
how the river meets the general CHRS 
integrity guidelines with specific reference to
values not addressed in the preceding
integrity sections.  The feasibility of 
maintaining the river’s integrity may also be
addressed here.

As well as meeting the human heritage and
recreational integrity, as well as a degree of 
natural heritage guidelines in previous sections,
the Detroit River meets all general integrity
guidelines.  These include the following:

The river should be of sufficient size and contain
all or most of the key interrelated and 
interdependent elements to demonstrate the key 
aspects of the processes, features, activities or 
other phenomena which give the river its 
outstanding value.  (Elements are defined as 
resources or groupings of resources identified as 

having values essential to the nomination of the
river.)  

As described through the Nomination Document,
the river and its watershed are of sufficient size
and composition to demonstrate the key aspects
of features and processes which give the Detroit
River its outstanding values.

The Detroit River is unique as an international
waterway rich in cultural, recreational and natural
resources.  As well as linking Canada and the
United States, it represents the largest 
metropolitan area on any international border in
the world, in addition to the world’s largest 
trading partnership.

During its 51 kilometre course, the river passes
by numerous, outstanding historical, cultural and
natural elements, in a mixture that is significant
to both countries.  The urban skylines, railways,
industrial complexes and technological 
achievements such as the Ambassador Bridge
are a legacy to the river’s influence on the
region’s economic development.  The water-
shed’s natural areas contain significant and rare
species, all of which can be found a short dis-
tance from urban centres.  The story of the river
and previous 
generations is told through period museums,

parklands, literature and artwork.  In a single
summer day, recreation opportunities ranging
from boating to fishing  to international festivals
can all be experienced along the Detroit River.  It
is the mixture of these independent and 
interrelated resources, along with its international
aspect, that makes the Detroit River like no other
in Canada and more importantly, to be of 
outstanding Canadian heritage value.

The river should contain those ecosystem 
components required for the continuity of the 
species, features or objects to be protected.

As described throughout the natural heritage 
values section, the river contains ecosystem
components necessary for the sustainability of
its valued features.

The quality of water should be such as to provide
for the continuity and/or improvement of the 
resources upon which “value” to the system has 
been determined.

The Detroit River Cleanup Program is a bi-
national effort to clean up the river and protect
its natural heritage.  This project and the
American Heritage Designation process, 
compliment ongoing 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 Cleanup 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 well into the future.
(Appendix 12)
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