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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The Houston Heights subdivision development began in 1957 and, by 1959, the residents of the 
day had organized the Houston Heights Water Association (which later became  the Houston 
Heights Beach Association). 
 
Fifty years on, it seems appropriate to acknowledge these significant events and to recognize fifty 
years of achievements by the Houston Heights residents.   
 
This booklet outlines many of the milestones in the history of Houston Heights and describes many 
of the geographical and hydrological features of our Lake Huron. 
 
On the title page, the photographs serve as bookends to this history.  In the top left is a photograph 
of the entrance to the Houston Heights subdivision as it looked in 1968.  In the bottom right is a 
photograph of our new highway sign in 2009. 
 
Together we celebrate our achievements and look forward to our future successes. 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 

Compiled by: Jan Purvis and  Doug Banks 
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1.   THE GREAT LAKES SYSTEM AND ITS ORIGINS 
 
The modern Great Lake system is a significant geographical feature in the North American landscape.  The five 
Great Lakes cover a total surface area of 244 000 km2 (95 000 mi2 ) and are ranked as the largest freshwater 
system in the world.  The Great Lakes Basin is significant as well because it is home to thirty percent of 
Canada’s population. 
 
The geological forces that led  to the formation of the Great Lakes Basin were set in motion during the earth’s 
Precambrian Era - 3 billion years ago.  During this prolonged time period, the earth’s surface cooled, shrunk, 
cracked, twisted, and folded.  Earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, faults and displacements occurred and mountain 
systems developed.  Here in Ontario the Canadian Shield appeared to the north and granite bedrock spread  
southward over our part of the province to form the “basement” for the yet-to-form Great  Lakes system. 

 

Fig. 1: The Great Lakes Basin, showing the drainage basin, populated places, roads, railways and political boundaries. 
Also shown are the relative depths of the Great Lakes. [http://atlas.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/English/maps] 
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During the Paleozoic Era - which began 600 million years ago and ended 230 million years ago - southwestern 
Ontario was repeatedly flooded by marine seas and their 
accompanying life forms: trilobites, corals, brachiopods and 
mollusks. At intervals these seas filled in with sediment or 
dried up - leaving layers of mud, silt, salt and dead plant and 
animal matter.  Under pressure these layers became the 
sedimentary rock with their embedded fossils that we 
recognize as shale, sandstone, limestone and dolomite.  In 
some areas, shallow landlocked inland seas dried up during 
particularly hot, arid conditions and left large deposits of 
rock salt - like the salt bed found under the lake at Goderich.  
In other marine basins, accumulations of plant-rich sediment 
collected in oxygen-deprived conditions.  As these deposits 
became buried by overlying sediments, oil and gas deposits 
developed - similar to the ones in the Petrolia/Sarnia area. 
       
     
The Mesozoic Era and the early part of the Cenozoic Era - 
beginning 230 million years ago and ending 63 million years 
ago - were periods in which the large inland seas continued to 
cover southern Ontario. The climate was tropical and land 
plants - first, fernlike trees and later, coniferous and 
deciduous-like trees  - appeared.  This was also the time 
frame in which land animals - reptiles, birds and mammals - began to appear. 
 
The current land formations that we see in Huron County are related to the Pleistocene Epoch - or Ice Age - that 
began 2 million years ago.   In this time period the temperature of the earth cooled dramatically and glaciers - at 
least four of them and probably more - advanced and retreated over southwestern Ontario.  The  
advancing glaciers - often a mile thick - scoured, ground, scraped, gouged, levelled, transported and depressed 
the landscape over which they moved.  The receding glaciers left behind glacial till, moraines, spillways, 
eskers, drumlins, kettles, kames, glacial lakes and a rising earth’s crust.  The glacial lakes formed before, and 
after, the advance of the last glacier were, in general, much larger than the present Great Lake system and their 
geological imprints can still be seen in Huron County in the old shoreline ridges, high bluffs and flat plains 
located  inland from the current lake. In our area, for example, as you drive north or south along the Bronson 
Line, you are following the shoreline of Glacial Lake Warren - a large glacial lake that covered southwest 
Ontario some 13 000 years ago. We drive into Houston Heights from highway 21 across the Glacial Lake 
Warren plain - a former lake bottom of silt and clay sediment.  Our current shoreline is a remnant of the 
shoreline of Glacial Lake Algonquin, the glacial lake present in this area some 4 000 years ago. 
 
The last glacial period to affect southern Ontario - the Wisconsin Glaciation - spread across the landscape about 
70 000 years ago and retreated 10 000 years ago. With this final retreat of the ice fronts and the accompanying 
rise in land levels, many changes in the depth, size and drainage patterns of the meltwater and glacial lakes 
occurred.  Geologists estimate that the Great Lakes system, as we know it today, formed some 3500 years ago.   
 
Although difficult to detect, geological changes in the Great Lakes system continue to occur today.  Scientists 
indicate that the land to the north and east of the Great Lakes is continuing to rise after the last Ice Age while 
the land south and west of the Lakes is subsiding. This may be one factor contributing to the changing water 
levels in the Great Lakes system.  
 
 

Fig.3: The Glacial Lake Warren Plain - 
looking west toward Pavilion Road and the 
lake from the Bronson Line 
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Additional Information: 
 
1.   There are numerous websites - both Canadian and American - that cover topics related to the Great Lakes.  Three 

sites that are particularly helpful are: 
 www.on.ec.gc.ca/greatlakes/ 
 www.epa.gov/glnpo/ 
 www.great-lakes.net/lakes/ 
 
2. A detailed description of the geological features found in Southern Ontario can be found in A. J. Cooper’s 

Quaternary Geology of the Grand Bend-Parkhill Area, Southern Ontario: Ontario Geological Survey Report 188 
(including Maps 2400, 2401, 2402 and 2403) Ministry of Natural Resources, 1979. 

 
3. Glacier activity in the Great Lakes area is described in W. R. Farrand’s The Glacial Lakes around Michigan, 

University of Michigan Bulletin 4, revised 1988, Geological Survey Division, Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality.  Online at: www.deq.state.mi.us/documents  

 
4.  Further information about glaciation in Ontario can be found in A Nature Guide to Ontario by Winifred (Cairns) 

Wake (ed).  Online at: http://books.google.ca/books  
 

http://www.on.ec.gc.ca/greatlakes/
http://www.epa.gov/glnpo/
http://www.great-lakes.net/lakes/
http://www.deq.state.mi.us/documents
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     2.  POPULATING HURON COUNTY 
 
First Nations Populations 
Native populations - back to prehistoric times 
- did live in various areas of southern 
Ontario.  Archeologists, for example, have 
discovered a large accumulation of 
arrowheads and other stone tools in the 
Parkhill area.  This significant find - dated at 
8000 BC - suggests that a Paleo-Indian 
village was located there on what was then 
the shoreline of Glacial Lake Algonquin.  
Similar tools have been found at other 
archeological sites  near Collingwood and 
there is evidence to indicate that these early  
populations - known as the Fluted Point 
People - travelled back and forth between the 
two sites, through a spruce-dominated 
woodland, as they followed the migrating 
caribou herds.  No similar concentration of 
artifacts has been found in Huron County, 
however, and this suggests that the various 
native cultures may have moved through this 
area on hunting expeditions but did not stay. 
 
Other native cultures occupied southwest 
Ontario in the ensuing thousands of years.  
About 1500 AD the Huron and Petun nations 
occupied the area to the north of Huron 
County and the Neutral nation lived to the 
south of Huron County. None of these 
groups, however, created settlements in the 
Stanley Township area. By the mid-1600's 
the Huron and Neutral population had been 
decimated by disease and warfare with the 
Iroquois and southwest Ontario then became 
home to Ojibway (Chippewa) tribes moving 
south from their homeland near Sault Ste. 
Marie.  Although these more recent native 
groups travelled through the area, they also 
did not establish any permanent presence in 
the township.    
 
British and Europeans Begin To Settle In 
Stanley Township 
 
Significant settlements of  immigrants from 
the British Isles and other European countries 
began appearing in Ontario in the late 1700's 
and early 1800's.   
 

 

 

 
Fig 4: Stanley Township, 1879. From the 
Historical atlas of the County of Huron ON. 
Belden & Co. Toronto. 1879 
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The development of Stanley Township dates from the early 1800's and is closely tied to the history of the 
Canada Company.  The Canada Company was formed in England in 1824 by John Galt and several other 
investors.  This land development company bought one million acres - known as the Huron Tract - from 
the government of Upper Canada and set about to build rudimentary roads, to develop a system of inns 
along these roads and tracks, and to subdivide the Tract into surveyed townships  - actions all designed to 
attract settlers to Upper Canada from  England and Scotland.  
 
Stanley Township - named after Edward Geoffrey Smith Stanley, the 14th Earl of Derby who served in 
Britain as Secretary of the Colonies- was subdivided into concessions and lots in 1829 and 1830.  These 
lots were taken up by settlers very slowly at first because of the high down payment required by The Canada 
Company.  In 1842, however, a lease-to-own system was instituted by the Canada   
and by the 1850's the better land in the township was all taken. 
 
Lots 8 and 9 in the Lake Road West Concession of Stanley Township - which Houston Heights now 
occupies - was settled first by the Dewar family.  They first appear as residents on these lots in the 1842 
Stanley Township Assessment List and Population Return.  By 1862 James Dewar had obtained the deed 
to these combined lots of two hundred and forty-nine acres from The Canada Company.  In 1865 this large 
holding was split - giving Charles Dewar the west half (124 acres) of lots 8 and 9 along the lake and leaving 
James Dewar, his brother, the east half (127 acres) of lots 8 and 9 along the highway.  In 1892 Charles 
Dewar sold his west half to his nephews, James H. and David C. Dewar, and then, in 1901 the west half of 
Lots 8 and 9 was sold to Samuel Houston.    The Houston family farmed this land until 1955 when it was 
sold for cottage development purposes to Fred Harrington, James Lind and Wilfred Webb.   
           
 
The Houston Family   
 
Samuel and Mary Anne (Harrison) Houston bought their 124-acre Stanley Township farm (W ½ Lots 8 & 
9, Lake Road West Concession) in January 1901.   For a few years after their marriage in the early 1880's, 
the young couple farmed in Chatham Township in Kent County - close to Sam’s parents and other Houston 
family members.  They also farmed in other areas - near Listowel and other locations in Stanley Township 
- before finally settling on the shore of the lake.  Sam and Mary Anne had four children: Carlisle (b. 1885), 
John (b. 1891) who went west to Saskatchewan as a young man, Guard (1892-1894) and  Ruth (b. 1900) 
who married Bill Moran and lived in London.    
 
In our cottages in Houston Heights, we certainly experience the moderating effects of the lake and, if we 
make trips to the cottage through the winter months, we also know how violent the winter storms can be.  
One memorable storm was often recalled by Carl Houston.  Carl told his daughters about the early 
November 1913 storm in which waves crashed well up the hillside and winds were so strong that he couldn’t 
walk to the top of the hill.  This is the same storm in which eight Great Lakes freighters sank in Lake Huron 
and  one hundred and seventy-eight crew perished.  For days after the storm,  bodies from the ships washed 
up along the shoreline from Southampton to Kettle Point. 
 
In 1915 Carlisle Houston married Ethel Mose. Carl met Ethel at a dance in Bayfield and during their 
courting days, he rode his bicycle to visit her at her family’s home near  Walton - a one-way trip of some 
twenty-three miles northeast of Bayfield. 
 
When  Carl married, he took over the operation of the farm and Sam and Mary Anne moved to a small 
house on the highway just south of Bayfield.  In June 1926 Sam and Mary Anne sold the farm to Carl.  
Mary Anne Houston died in January 1944 and Sam Houston died in September 1946.  They were buried in 
the Bayfield  Cemetery. 
 



 

 
2.1 

Carl and Ethel Houston had four children: James (1916-1916), Beatrice (b. 1918), Madge (b. 1923) and 
Mary (1926-1926). 
 
Farming in the early 1900's was back-breaking labour intensive work and it required the whole family’s 
efforts to ensure that they were self-sufficient and that some income was generated.  With his teams of 
horses powering his farm machinery, Carl grew wheat, white beans, barley and oats.  These cash crops 
were sold to the mill in Hensall.   Along the laneway Carl grew hay - as feed for the animals.  By 1939 Carl 
was able to obtain his first tractor - a yellow Waterloo.   
 
Their vegetable garden included potatoes, turnips, cabbages, onions, carrots, beans, and beets - food that 
Ethel and the girls canned or pickled for the winter or stored in the cold cellar.  In the orchard,  sour 
cherry, plum and apple trees, as well as raspberries, meant more canning chores for the women.  They kept 
pigs and one or two beef cattle - and canned the meat and made sausage for the winter.  Their chickens 
and ducks provided them with eggs and the occasional Sunday dinner.  The dairy cows were milked twice 
a day by Ethel and she churned their own butter.  One of the girls’ chores was to bring  the cows in from 
the pasture or bush every night. 
 
The buildings on the Houston property included a frame house with stamped tin siding, a veranda and a 
back kitchen as well as a  barn, garage and privy, Their home did not have hydro or indoor plumbing but 
they did have a telephone.  Water came from an outdoor pump and their heat in the winter came from cords 
of wood cut with a cross-cut saw by Carl and the girls from their own bush along the gully and the hillside.  
Carl and the girls would also use a team of horses to draw driftwood up from the beach for firewood.  Ethel 
especially liked the cedar driftwood as it made good kindling for the stove.   
 
One structure not often found on farm properties was the substantial bridge spanning the ravine that cut the 
property into two sections and made the south part of the farm otherwise inaccessible.  Sam Houston had 
built the bridge and both Sam and Carl Houston kept the bridge in good repair so that the south part of the 
farm was accessible to the cattle and to the horses and farm machinery when they worked the south fields. 
Remnants of the bridge can still be seen at the edges of the ravine, north of Lot 57 (Klungel’s) in Houston 
Heights South.  Stanley Sideroad 10 (Pavillion Road) was not opened from Highway 21 back to the bush 
and lake until the early 1950's. Prior to that only a trail existed on the road allowance. 
 
Like their father, Beatrice and Madge Houston’s formal education took place at the one-room SS #4 North, 
Stanley Township School - which was across the highway on Stanley Sideroad 10 (now Pavillion Road), on 
land where Westlake’s maple syrup business is now.  For young children, that trek to school was significant 
but sometimes they were driven to school by their father in the Model T.  
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In the winter when the laneway was plugged 
with snow and impassable, Carl put the car 
up on blocks for three months.  When the 
snow was particularly deep, the girls 
walked to school through the bush along the 
ravine because the snow wasn’t as deep 
there.  For the family to go anywhere in the 
depths of winter meant, first, the long walk 
to the highway through deep snow - with the 
expectation that their ride would pick them 
up at the highway.  Madge recalls wearing 
heavy boots as she trudged to the highway 
and carrying her shoes and stockings so 
that she could change in town before going 
to the dances. 
 
 
Farm work was, and still is, a dawn-to-dusk 

activity but the Houston’s found time for other pursuits as well.  They were members of the Presbyterian 
Church in Bayfield.  Carl and Ethel were involved in the Bayfield Agricultural Society responsible for 
organizing the annual Bayfield Fall Fair.  Carl was a member of the Bayfield Orange Lodge and he also 
served on the Stanley Township Council from 1946 to 1955. During long winter evenings, they listened to 
the radio; Ethel quilted; Beatrice read; and Madge did embroidery work.  In the summers, the family visited 
friends on Sundays and the girls attended dances at the Pavillion in Jowett’s Grove and the Bayfield Town 
Hall.  Curiously, the family rarely went  swimming. Beatrice and Madge each had a bathing suit but didn’t 
go into the water past their knees. 
 
In the early to mid 1900s, postal services, the general store and the hardware store were located in Bayfield 
but banking had to be done in Zurich as there was no bank in Bayfield.  In the winter, the car trip home 
from the bank was so cold that Madge and her father stopped at the general store in Drysdale to warm up 
before continuing home.   Today there is no sign of the  general store and other businesses that made up the 
hamlet of  Drysdale at the intersection of Highway 21 and the Townline (now Kippen Road). 
 
By 1947 both Beatrice and Madge had married and moved to their own farms.  That left Carl and Ethel 
operating their farm on their own - still without hydro and indoor plumbing.  When Fred Harrington, Jim 
Lind and Wilf Webb presented them with an offer to purchase the farm in 1955, Carl (by then 70 years old) 
and Ethel took the opportunity to retire from farming and they moved to Goderich.  Carl Houston died in 
1962 and Ethel Houston died in 1989.  They both were buried in the Bayfield Cemetery. 

  
Fig. 5: The Houston farm house 
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Additional Information: 
 
1. Several websites summarize the history of native 

populations in southern Ontario.  These include: 
 www.ontarioarchaeology.on.ca/summary 
 www.civilization.ca/cmc/archeo/ 
 
2. A full history of Stanley Township was published 

by the Stanley History Committee in 1986: 
Township of Stanley History 1836-1986. 

 
3.  In October 2004, and again in 2007, Jan Purvis 

had the privilege of spending an afternoon with 
Beatrice (Houston) Allin and Madge (Houston) 
Oesch - both now in their late 80's, widowed and 
living in their own apartments in Goderich.  They 
shared their memories of growing up on the 
Houston farm through the 1920's, 1930's and 
1940's. Their comments and recollections are in 
italics in this section.  

 

 

 
Fig 5: The barn on the Houston farm – and 
the cat.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

            

http://www.ontarioarcheology.on.ca/summar
http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/archeo/
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 3.  THE EARLY YEARS IN HOUSTON HEIGHTS 
 
The Developers 
 
Jim Lind, Fred Harrington and Wilf Webb - through their Lakeshore Development Company - moved 
forward quickly, once they had purchased the 124-acre  Houston farm for $17 500 in 1955.  They engaged 
Charles Corbett to survey and map out fourteen lots north of the major ravine, accessible via the Houston 
laneway from the highway and forty-three lots to the south, accessible from Stanley Sideroad 10 (Pavillion 
Road).   
 
All three developers had “cottaging” experience as they all owned cottages further south in the Norman 
Heights cottage development just north of Grand Bend and this influenced their decision to make the lots 
wider than normal and to include a designated park area.  Finally then, on            1956, 
their plan of subdivision was registered with Huron County and they began selling the first cottage lots at 
$1000.  
 
Fred Harrington lived and owned an aluminum foundry in Woodstock and, of the three developers, was the 
only one who built a cottage in Houston Heights.  Their first cottage was built on Lot 27, now Mackay’s, 
and then about 1961 they sold it and moved to a cottage in North Houston Heights.  
 
Wilf Webb was a real estate agent in London and worked with Jim Lind on other land development projects 
in the London area. 
 
Jim Lind lived in south London and operated Lind Lumber in Dorchester. In addition to the Houston Heights 
project, he worked on several development projects in the London area.  He also served as the Middlesex 
East Federal Member of Parliament from 1966 to 1972. 
 
Obtaining a Water Supply for the Cottagers 
 
Since 1991, having a reliable source of uncontaminated water at the cottage has been a simple matter of 
turning on the tap.  Lake Huron water, taken into the Lake Huron Water Treatment Facility at Port Blake 
(two kilometres north of Grand Bend), is treated and piped north along Highway 21 to the cottage 
subdivisions in Bluewater.  Prior to 1991, however, having a reliable water supply at the cottage was much 
more complex.   
 
In the late 1950's, the first cottage owners in Houston Heights relied on their own sand point installation - 
and faced ongoing frustration with pumps losing their prime and storms tossing the intake high and dry on 
the beach. 
 
In 1959 Bob Borland bought Lot 24 in Houston Heights and, to supply water to his cottage,  he decided to 
have a deep well drilled. Bob realized that his well was producing enough water to supply several cottages 
and, given his generous nature, offered to turn the well over to a group of Houston Heights cottagers if they 
were willing to cover the cost of a water supply system. 
 
Bud Smith recalls one early meeting as the cottagers discussed Bob’s proposal: 
 
The very first meeting I can remember was at Bob Borland’s new cottage. Those present were Bob Borland, 
Jack Given, George Smith, Mack McFadden (Bayfield Hardware Store) and Bud Smith              
(observer).  Bob Borland was going to drill a well and offered us water if the cottagers would put up the 
money for the water mains.            
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The proposal from Bob met with approval and so - on 7 September 1959 - the inaugural meeting of the 
Houston Heights Water Association was held.  The meeting took place at Bob Borland’s cottage and the 
following officers were elected: Bob Borland, President; John Given, Secretary-Treasurer; and Dr. George 
Smith, Director.  Thirteen  property owners (covering sixteen lots) agreed to participate in the proposed 
water supply system at a cost of $159.00 per lot and the system was to be operational from April 1st to 
November 1st each year.   
 
In Bud Smith’s words:   McFadden sold us the  plastic pipe and valves.  The Houston Heights PUC - water 
department was formed!!  Soon after the water mains were installed and water pressure was maintained, 
the water mains would spring a leak and would have to be dug up and repaired by Elmore Hill, Bob 
Borland, Jack Given, George Smith, Bud Smith or anyone else with a shovel. 
 
When Dave Phoenix built his cottage on Lot 16 in 1971, he also drilled a deep well and shortly after, this 
well was serving seven cottage properties. 
 
In 1971 agreement was reached whereby the two water systems were merged and thirty-one properties were 
then being supplied with water from these two wells.  This merger was done in order to “provide reliable 
service for as long as period of the year as possible, at the lowest cost to all” and “ so that both water systems 
will be able to assist the other in case of breakdown of equipment and to ensure that everyone shall have at 
least some water while repairs are being effected.” 
 
While this water system was more reliable that the early sand points, it still had its problems and repairs  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6: Looking west into the South Ravine in Houston Heights in January 1958.  The Smith cottage, under 
construction, is in the background. 
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were constantly required to keep the system in working order. Installed to service seasonal cottages, the 
lines did not go below the frost line and the PVC pipes used for the pipeline - an innovation in the 1950's  
- were subject to splitting if ice formed in the lines.   Furthermore, the deep-well water had a high iron 
content with a distinctive taste and it stained porcelain and clothing. Some cottagers brought drinking water 
from home or filled jugs at the tap at Clan Gregor Square in Bayfield to avoid drinking and cooking with 
the iron/sulphur tasting water. 
 
To counteract this high iron content, the Association in 1978 installed a beach well at Bob Borland’s to 
draw water from the lake and connected it to the existing water supply system.  This improved the taste of 
the water considerably but did not solve the “repairs” issue. 
 
By the late 1980's the Association was considering drilling a new well and installing deeper lines to each 
cottage. At the same time, however, Stanley Township was investigating having the Lake Huron water 
pipeline extended along Highway 21 through Stanley Township and the Association strongly backed this 
proposal. 
 
In 1991 pump repairs were carried out for the last time and municipal pipeline water became a reality.  The 
connections costs this time were approximately $2300.00 for each property. 
 
By 1992 the well had been sealed and the pumphouse was removed. 
 
For thirty years, the Houston Heights water system - even with its faults and glitches - served the residents 
well and it stands as a significant example of the cooperative and collaborative approach taken by the 
residents to deal with problems and issues.  
 
 
 
Getting the Lake Huron Water Line Started 
 
When the construction of a Lake Huron Water pipeline through Hay Township was announced, a Public 
Meeting on the project was held in Zurich.  At the end of the presentations and discussions, the then 
President of HHBA, Doug Banks, asked what plans were being considered to enlarge the capacity of the 
pipeline to enable it to serve Stanley Township in the future.  He was advised that no plans had been made.  
He suggested that a request from Stanley Township might be forthcoming, and pre-planning might be wise. 
 Soon after, the Stanley Township Council was asked by the Engineers what its plans re a request for a 
water pipeline might be.   
 
Meanwhile, at HHBA’s Annual Meeting, the issue had been discussed and a resolution passed to request 
extension of the Hay pipeline through Stanley Township along Highway 21.  When this resolution was 
presented by HHBA to the Council, the Council noted that this was the first request for a water pipeline 
received by Stanley Council.  HHBA can thus be proud of the small but perhaps significant leadership role 
it played in having the water pipeline installed along Highway 21. 
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 4.  THE HOUSTON HEIGHTS BEACH ASSOCIATION 

 

For fifty years the Houston Heights Beach Association has been serving the interests of the residents of 
Houston Heights South. Its story begins in 19591. 

 

On 7 September 1959 the inaugural meeting of the Houston Heights Water Association was held in Bob 
Borland’s newly-built cottage (Lot 24).  The cottagers at that time - frustrated with their individual 
efforts to obtain reliable water - had decided to take a collective approach to the water-supply situation.  
They were acting on Borland’s offer to share his deep well with those cottagers interested in sharing the 
costs of installing water lines and developing a communal water supply system.  Thirteen property 
owners bought into the plan that day at $159.00 per lot.  The Board of Directors elected at that meeting 
included Bob Borland as President, John Given as Secretary-Treasurer and Dr. George Smith as Director.  

 

While the main focus of this newly-formed Association was the water supply system, other community 
issues were also considered and, in the inaugural meeting minutes, the questions of dust and weed 
control were raised.  At its second meeting on 5 September 1960 the members discussed not only the 
water system, the Association’s finances and the election of officers but also dust control, weed control, 
the rights-of-way to the beach, garbage disposal, the playground and firearms. Firearms?!? The Minutes 
note “it appears that some individuals wander down the beach and use the area for rifle practice.”   

 

Highlights of the Association’s and subdivision’s history - extracted from the Association’s Minutes - are 
outlined below.   

 

 

 

Fig 7: Looking north from the 
south ravine, October 1958. 
The Smith cottage is in the 
foreground and the Given and 
Henderson cottages are in the 
background. 
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1962: The development of the park area began with teeter-totters and the erection of a backstop 

 

 

 

 

 

1963: A gate, posts and a sign (made by Wib Lancaster of Lot 32) were placed at the entrance to 
Houston Heights 

 

1964: Stanley Sideroad 10 was pushed further west from the Houston Heights entrance to the top of 
the hill to give Stanley Township residents access to the beach 

 

1965:  The Association changed its name to better reflect the issues being addressed and became the 
Houston Heights Beach Association 

 

1967: The Association took over the roadway (and culvert) in Houston Heights South.  Prior to this, the 
developers (Lind, Webb and Harrington) had been maintaining the road.  

 

1970: The Association named the road Dr. George Smith Drive and an official ribbon (cedar rope) -
cutting and dedication ceremony was held on 11 October 1970. 

 Telephone service became available in Houston Heights. 

        

Fig. 8: Installing the backstop for the 
baseball diamond in the mid-1960's.  
Doug Ritchie, top right, with his 
helpers, spearheaded this 
improvement in the park. 
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1971: The decision to merge the two water systems was made. Seventeen cottagers used the Borland 
well and seven used the Phoenix well. 

The Board of Directors was expanded to include four officers: Bob Borland, President; Frank 
Vincent, Vice-President, John Given, Secretary-Treasurer; and Bud Campbell, Director.  

 

1973: The Durand subdivision to be built south of Stanley Sideroad 10 was announced. 

 

1975: Consideration was given to the installation of a beach well at Borland’s. 

 

1976: This was the first time that the Annual Meeting was held in the Park Pavillion.   

Approval was given for the installation of new posts and fencing at the entrance to Houston 
Heights. 

The Association received its charter as a Corporation without share capital and elected five 
Directors: Bob Borland, President, Frank Vincent, Vice-President, John Given, Secretary-
Treasurer, Elmore Hill and Bud Campbell, Directors. 

Fig.9: Dedication of Dr. George Smith Drive in 
October 1970.  Dr. Smith was preparing to cut the 
cedar rope with his hand clippers.   The rope was 
held by Bob Borland on the left and Jack Given on 
the right. 

Fig. 10: There were always jobs to be done – such as 
the installation of the sign at the highway in 1971.  
Bud Smith on the left, Wib Lancaster (who made the 
sign) in the middle, and Jack Given on the right. 
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1977:  Swings were installed in the park. 

 

1978: The beach well was operational and speed bumps on the roadway were approved. 

 

1979: Discussion began about the installation of shoreline protection measures to counteract the 
erosion caused by high water levels in the lake.  New entrance posts and fencing were installed. 

 

1980: The Association took over ownership of the deep well and pumphouse on Bob Borland’s 
property and also was given an easement over Borland’s lot to service the beach well.  

 A chlorinator was added to the water system. 

Frank Vincent took over as President.  Elmore Hill became Vice-President.  John Given was 
Secretary-Treasurer and the Directors were Al McCutcheon and Wm. Rodney. 

 

1981 Heavy rains washed out part of the road at the large culvert and repairs to the road were 
needed. 

 

1983 The annual fees were $100.00, as they had been for several years. 

 

1986: At a special meeting in October, approval was given to proceed with the  installation of eight 
groynes for the purpose of beach retrieval. 

 

1987: The groynes were installed in February and March of 1987.    

The Association took over ownership of the roadways, walkways and Park property as well as 
Lots 15 and 50. 

Consideration was given to drilling a new deep well but at the same time, the Association 
strongly encouraged Stanley Township to bring pipeline water to Houston Heights. 

 Agreement was reached to plow the subdivision road in the winter. 

 

1991 The Association became a member of the newly-formed Stanley Township Cottagers’ 
Association. 

 Pipeline water was a reality. 
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1992: The well was sealed and the pumphouse taken down. 

1993: Drainage at the north end of the subdivision was improved by installing French drains. 

The pumphouse land was deeded back to Bob Borland. 

1994: Many cottages were appraised for capital gains purposes. 

1995: The 911 numbering system was instituted.  Repairs were made to the culvert at the south end of 
the subdivision. 

Fig. 12.  The  beach (or lack of) in front of the Given 
property, looking north in 1986.  The absence of 
sand was a challenge. 

Fig. 11.  In the 1960's the beach was wide enough to 
accommodate boathouses.  This was the Given’s 
boathouse in 1969.  It was destroyed in an October 
storm in the late 1970's 
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2000: Union Gas hookups became a reality. 

 

2001: The Municipality of Bluewater was created as a result of amalgamating Bayfield, Hensall, Zurich, 
Stanley and Hay Township. 

The Stanley Township Cottagers’ Association joined forces with its counterpart in Hay Township 
and became the Bluewater Shoreline Residents’ Association (BSRA). 

 The Houston Heights library was started. 

 

2002: A new field house/library building was constructed. 

 

2005: Approval was given to proceed with repair work on the groynes. 

2007: Repair work on the groynes was completed. 

  

 

 

Fig. 14.  An Association pig roast in the park in the 
mid-1980's.  Tony Gruber, in the yellow hardhat, 
supervised this event.  

Fig. 13.  Two long-serving Secretary-Treasurers of the 
Association: Elmore Hill on the left and John Given 
on the right.  c. late 1980's 



 4.1 

Founding the Stanley Township Cottagers’ Association, now Bluewater Shoreline Residents’ Association 

During a conversation with another Beach Association President about the water pipeline, it 
became clear that sharing information and common concerns among Beach Associations would be 
beneficial to all, and would lead to better understandings and relationships.  The HHBA President, Doug 
Banks, took the initiative, researched who was involved, and invited the Presidents of the Beach 
Associations in the Township to his cottage in Houston Heights to meet with the President of the 
Federation of Ontario Cottage Associations (FOCA) about forming an umbrella Association for the Beach 
Associations in Stanley Township.   

The FOCA President was quite interested in the subdivision, its site and its problems, particularly as, he 
noted, he had never been to a cottage on any of the Great Lakes before.  He had no particular advice but 
suggested FOCA membership would make access to other information available.  Those present had a 
thorough discussion and agreed to proceed with organization, and set a date to meet again in the same 
place in a couple of weeks.  At the next meeting, Doug Banks presented a draft constitution which, with 
few amendments, was adopted.  The name of the Association was agreed upon, and Officers were 
selected. 

With the amalgamation of Hay and Stanley Townships into Bluewater, the Association decided that it 
would try to represent the Beach Associations in Hay Township as well as in Stanley, as the current 
Association was functioning well, had good communications, had experienced success in its projects, 
and there was no comparable Association in Hay Township.  The President of the St. Joseph’s Shores 
Association was invited to sit in as an observer until the amalgamation process was complete, and then 
with amalgamation the Presidents of the other Associations in Hay were invited to meet, and the name 
was changed from Stanley Township Cottagers’ Association to Bluewater Shoreline Residents’ 
Association (BSRA), and its constitution was amended accordingly. 

Since its inception, STCA/BSRA has been very helpful to shoreline residents, as noted at www.bsra.ca.  
Because of its efforts in initiating the organization, Houston Heights Beach Association can take some 
measure of pride in STCA/BSRA successes over the years. 

http://www.bsra.ca./


5. LAKE HURON WATER LEVELS

Background

The water level of Lake Huron is of great interest and importance to Houston Heights Beach
Association Members because the lake level helps determine the nature of our beach, the possible threat from
erosion and, ultimately, the values of all of our properties along the shoreline.  This section has been included
to provide some basic information and understanding about Lake Huron water levels.

It helps one’s understanding to remember that a lake is often defined as a wide place in a river, that
is to say, there is fairly constant inflow into a lake and fairly constant outflow.  The balance between these
two largely determines the amount of water in the lake, and thus controls its level.  Another important
determinant is the elevation of the outflow channel.  In the case of Lake Huron, this is the elevation of the
head of the St. Clair River under the Bluewater bridge at Sarnia-Port Huron.  However, this is only a quick
explanation, and there are also other significant factors determining the lake level.

The maps of the de-glaciation of this part of North America, as shown on page 2 of the first section
show that lake levels can change dramatically over time, even if only depending on the factors noted above. 
Note that what is usually called Glacial Lake Stanley, (in the L. Huron basin), had a surface elevation about
200 feet (61 m.) above sea level 7000 years ago, whereas L. Huron now has a surface elevation listed as 577
feet (176 m.).  These maps also show water flowing in different channels from those used at present.  For
example, the map of 4000 years ago shows L. Huron at 605 feet in elevation, or about 28 feet higher than
at present, and L. Huron water then flowed out via the French R., L. Nipissing and the Ottawa R.  Later it
flowed via L. Erie out the Maumee R. valley to the Mississippi R. system before becoming the present drainage
pattern.

Although the map of the Great Lakes basin shown on page 1 of the previous section shows more detail
than needed here, it does help explain several points.  First, you will see that the entire Great lakes drainage
area is not hugely larger than the lakes it contains.  In particular, you will see how close the edges of the
drainage areas are to the lakes, especially from Milwaukee WI to South Bend IN, and from Sandusky OH
to well past Erie PA.  In comparison, the drainage area is relatively large in Ontario.

At the same time, you should note that Lakes Michigan and Huron have no river between them, but
are joined by a 295 ft. (90 m.) deep channel almost a mile, (about 1 km.), wide, called the Straits of
Mackinac.  These two bodies of water are therefore at the same elevation above sea level, that is, 577 feet
or 176 m.  In fact, in hydrology (water studies) literature they are considered to be one lake in two geologic
basins, and are often termed L. Michigan-Huron.  Thus, when examining factors influencing water levels the
concept of one body of water, L. Michigan-Huron, is more valid and more helpful.

The  map also shows, with a dark grey line, the divisions between drainage basins, although on this
map the L. St. Clair drainage basin is shown as part of the Lake Erie drainage basin.  This probably was done
because L. St. Clair is not usually considered to be one of the “Great Lakes”, but the reality thus becomes
slightly distorted. For example, a large area, (including the Thames R drainage basin), actually is drained into
L St. Clair and reaches L Erie via the Detroit R inflow, instead of being considered land drainage into L. Erie. 

Lake Level Influences

Although there are short-term changes to water levels, such as those caused by seiches, (generated by
passing high pressure cells),   and those caused by storm surges, (usually single events caused by storms),
or when caused by strong winds often called wind set-up, both of which can last for several days, especially
the former.  Of greater interest, and even concern, are the seasonal and long-term changes in lake levels.
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Obviously, seasonal water-level changes are mainly caused by seasonal temperature differences, which
cause snow and ice in the colder seasons.  These masses of frozen water prevent seasonal run-off, allowing
lake levels to lower until warmer temperatures permit the accumulated snow and ice to melt and flow into
the lakes, thus raising water levels.  This seasonal increase in levels peaks about
August, and the lake levels trend downward for the winter.  (See also the graph
on the bottom of page 4.)

The long-term trends in levels are more important, and variations are
caused by several other factors.  The most important influence is the amount of
precipitation that falls on the drainage basin.  This in turn is affected by weather
and climate patterns.  On the other hand, evaporation, especially from the lake
surface, but also evapo-transpiration from forests and other vegetation, (which
is also affected by weather and climate patterns), can also affect lake levels. 
This can be seen especially in the huge amounts of snow which can fall as lake-
effect precipitation having been generated by evaporation from the lake. 
Fortunately, in our area most of the lake-effect precipitation falls back into the
Michigan-Huron drainage basin and so minimally affects our long-term lake
levels.

Both inflow and outflow are largely governed by the same natural forces
that influence lake levels, and are often a combination of influences.  For
example, very heavy precipitation will cause inflow from surrounding streams ans rivers to raise the lake
level, which will cause greater outflow and reduce its level.  And so, prolonged periods of heavy precipitation
can cause lake levels to rise for a number of years, but levels will be reduced by years of outflow.

Climate changes that cause shifting of weather patterns can cause long-term changes in precipitation
and evaporation levels, and therefore affect lake levels.  The main mechanism for this arises out of shifting
the general pattern of pressure cells and the consequent frontal systems to the North or South of their
traditional paths.  These patterns already change with seasonal temperature changes, moving Northward in
the Summer and Southward in the Winter.  Continental or global climate changes could shift these patterns,
and alter the amounts of precipitation and evaporation, thus changing lake levels.  El Niño and La Niña
events, (unexplained warming and cooling of vast areas of the Pacific Ocean), and the 11-year solar flare,
(sunspot) cycle come to mind as probable causes for changing climate over the Great Lakes basin.

It is probably appropriate to point out that it has become popular in recent years to blame changes in
weather patterns and climate on mankind’s wrongdoing or carelessness.  However, the maps on page 2 in
the previous section show some 14,000 years of climate change, (in this case, warming), during which
mankind had no capability whatever to affect the Earth’s climate.  Most serious scientists who have actually
studied the issue in depth conclude that mankind’s activities could have, even now, only a minuscule affect,
at best, on climate change.  They decry the hype and exaggeration used by those with a financial interest in
exploiting the situation!  On the other hand, society can certainly do a much better job of protecting our
environment! 

There are, however, mankind-induced factors which really do affect the lake levels, with a major
influence being land-use change.  For example, modern agricultural practices promote the use of field-tile
drainage which enables rainfall and snowmelt to be drained away more quickly than from untiled fields. 
Incidentally, it also speeds the flushing of manure residues and pathogens, as well as chemical fertilizers and
pesticides, into the lake.  These practices have little long-term effect on lake levels, and are more seasonal
in nature.  Loss of forest land and wetlands, on the other hand, do create long-term changes, as do the
promotion of rapid runoff caused by paving and other practices promoting rapid drainage, such as urban
development.

Diversions of water from one drainage basin to another have also had some effect on lake levels, but
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the effects are minimal.  The Ogoki and Long Lac diversions, shown in pink on the Great Lakes basin map
on page 1 of the previous section were drainage areas added to the L. Superior basin to provide water for
hydro-electric generating stations.  Together, they divert 160 cu. metres per second into the Great Lakes
system.  This is offset by control works at Sault Ste. Marie which regulate the level of Lake Superior, and
the flow into the other Great Lakes can be adjusted to suit conditions.

On the other hand, at Chicago, water is diverted out of L. Michigan, (think L. Michigan-Huron here),
to keep Chicago’s sewage system working, and to send its effluent down through the Mississippi R. system
to the Gulf of Mexico.  This diversion amounts to 90 cu. metres per second, an amount less than the
Ogoki/Long Lac diversions into the system.  All of these diversions have been calculated to cause only 1 cm.,
(½ in.) in lowering the lake level in L. Huron.  There is also a Welland Canal diversion for shipping and Niagara
R. Diversions for hydro-electric generation reasons, but these do not affect lake levels.  As well, there is also
the control structure that is part of the St. Lawrence Seaway water level control system, but this does not affect
any of the Great Lakes.

There are two other factors which especially affect L. Huron.  First, the dredging of the St. Clair R.
channel to deepen it to meet the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Seaway standards for ocean cargo ships had the
effect of increasing the water outflow from L. Huron, in the same way that it would increase the flow out of
a bathtub if you enlarged the drain hole.  This is not considered a major problem, but is has had a measurable
effect.  Similarly, when the Earth’s crust had a huge mass of ice pressing down on it, (perhaps 10,000 ft. or
16,000 m.), the crust was pushed into the Earth somewhat.  With the removal of the ice, the Earth’s surface
is still being pushed back up to resume its original place, in a process called isostatic rebound.  Since there
was thicker ice at the Northern end of L. Huron, the Northern part of the land is rebounding faster than the
Southern end of the Lake.  Thus, like a bathtub or kiddie pool, if you lift up one end, the water flows out of
the other end faster.  However, this, too, has only a minor effect on L. Huron water levels. 

It should also be noted that serious problems re lake levels usually arise when there is a combination
of factors at work.  For example, when there has been copious precipitation leading to high lake levels, and
Autumn storms cause significant storm surges, the likelihood of beach and shoreline erosion increases
sharply.  This is exactly what happened in 1986 at Houston Heights to destroy our beach and gnaw away at
the bank.
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Lake Levels

The simplest way to see changes in L. Huron water levels is to use the graph above..  It shows the
monthly average water levels, but it does not show the highest and lowest water levels in any month or year. 
Nonetheless, it is instructive because it depicts the water levels since the first records were taken in 1865,
(at the end of the US Civil War), and shows that the annual averages have gone through a range of about 1.7
m. or about 5½ feet.  The extreme ranges in water levels are not depicted on the graph either, but are
considerably in excess of the average annual range of levels.  For L. Huron, the highest level recorded was
in 1886, (aalthough the precise record has been lost): however, in October of 1986, (100 years later), it
reached a level of 177.73 m. or 583 ft.  On the other hand, the lowest recorded level of L. Huron occurred
in March of 1964 and was 175.58m or 576 Ft, i.e. 7 ft difference between this and the high of 1986.    

The graph above was plotted from average levels for each month over all those years, and so it shows
the considerable seasonal variations in lake levels.  At the same time, it shows the rise and fall of the lake
levels over the long term, even though it shows only the average for each whole month, and not the extreme
levels for any month, let alone showing the record levels.  However, it does show how rapidly the lake levels
can change from a very low level to a very high level in a short time.  Note the periods 1926 to 1930, 1950
to 1953, and 1930 to 1933.  You will also see some correlation between high lake levels and the roughly 11-
year solar flare, (sunspot), cycle, although no cause and effect relationship has been shown, let alone proven. 
Finally, you will note that the pattern of high and low levels in the four lakes shown on the graph reinforces
the concept that precipitation is the major determining factor of water levels in the Great Lakes.

It must be remembered that Lake Michigan-Huron has a tremendous amount of water in it, and so
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raising its surface level requires a lot of precipitation and inflow, whereas lowering its level requires a
tremendous outflow and sharply reduced precipitation.  Thus when the graph shows relatively rapid changes
in level from near minimum levels to near maximum levels in as short a period as about 3 or 4 years, one
must realize the tremendous amount of water exchange required.  It also should be a real warning about
complacency re preparing for problems.  

The graph below is included to providfe a better understanding of changes throughout the months and
during a year.  It provides the daily lake levels for 2008 and the daily lake levels for 2009 recorded up to the

time of printing this booklet, and
thus compares current data with the
prvious year. Notice that there is a
visible day-by-day change in water
levels through any given month and
just as obiously,; there is a seasonal
variation in lake level that is fairly
predictable, with a highter level in
the summer. An examination of this
water level graph   shows that in
2009 the Lake Huron water level is
about 40 cm. or roughly 1½ feet
higher than in 2008.  Obviously, if
this trend continues we can expect
significantly higher lake levels.  Or
perhaps not!  No one has yet been
able to predict lake levels over
longer periods with any degree of
accuracy.  However, those

concerned about our beach will have noticed that the increased lake level has been accompanied by a loss
of sand from the beach already, and it will prudent for the Association to monitor the water levels to be able 
to respond appropriately if the need arises.
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 A SEICHE  – A GREAT LAKES PHENOMENON 
 
  
Have you been fortunate enough to witness a seiche on Lake Huron?  Watching the shoreline 
recede and expose the lake bottom for fifty feet or more, in a short span of time, is a remarkable 
sight – but what is it? 
 
The word “seiche” (pronounced saysh) is derived from a French-Swiss word meaning “to sway 
back and forth” and, by definition, refers to a standing wave set up in an enclosed or semi-
enclosed body of water like a lake, bay or inlet.  
 
A seiche  – a tide-like change in water level along a shoreline - should not be confused with a 
storm surge in which lake water piles up along a shoreline but does not “slosh” between the 
opposing shores. In some case, though, storm surges are followed by seiches.  
 
We see artificial examples of seiches in bathtubs and swimming pools. When an individual 
submerges  him/herself  in a bathtub, the displaced water travels to the edges of the tub and 
rebounds back across the water surface to the opposite tide of the tub.  That action continues 
until the water surface has levelled itself.  In a swimming pool, similar rebounding waves will 
travel from side to side as people jump into the pool.  As more people jump in, the magnitude of 
the waves will increase and water may even splash out of the pool.   
 
In the Great Lakes, seiches occur naturally when certain environmental conditions coincide.  
Generally the seiches happen from May to September and are usually small.   When strong 
winds blow across the open expanse of Lake Huron, they push and pile up water on the 
downwind side of the lake and reduce the water level on the upwind side of the lake.  If the wind 
drops suddenly, the water sloshes back and forth from shore to shore until the water level 
stabilizes.  Because the lake is usually rough in these circumstances, we do not notice this 
sloshing or seiche effect. 
 
An obvious seiche occurs when the lake is calm and usually involves a squall line with sudden 
large pressure changes and strong downdrafts moving across the lake - perhaps miles from where 
people are experiencing the seiche.   Here again water is pushed up on one side of the lake and 
rebounds to the other shore  when the squall passes.   As the water rebounds to the other side, the 
water’s edge recedes and the lake bottom becomes exposed outward for many metres from the 
normal shoreline.  Within thirty to sixty minutes, however, the usual  water level has returned 
and in the next few hours further smaller-scale seiches may be noticeable as the sloshing 
gradually subsides.1  
 
In 1954 a 2.4 m (8 ft) seiche struck the Chicago waterfront and swept people off the North Pier. 
 
In 1979 a seiche on Lake Erie created a 4.3 m (14 ft) water-level difference between Toledo and 
Buffalo. 
 
On July 14, 1995 a seiche on Lake Huron resulted in a 1.6 m (55") water-level difference 
between Port Huron and Goderich. 



In November 2003 a fall storm produced a seiche-effect change in water level in Lake Huron of 
0.85 m (2.8 ft) and 2.0 m (6.5 ft) in Lake Erie.2 
 
 
 

1. Sloshing the Lakes: The Seiche from The Weather Doctor website.  Google: weather doctor almanac 2004 
seiche.  This web site includes a number of articles related to Great Lakes weather. 

2. Great Lakes Storms and Seiches Photo Gallery on www.glerl.noaa.gov/seagrant/   

                                                 

http://www.glerl.noaa.gov/seagrant/


INSTALLATION OF THE GROYNES  -  February 1987

High water in 1986 led to erosion at the toe of the
bank and property damage: decks and stairs were
demolished and vegetation and mature trees slide
down the bank.  Autumn 1986

To move heavy equipment to the beach, a temporary
road was built at the end of Pavilion Road.  
February 1987

Some residents had gabian baskets put in place
during the groyne installation.  February 1987

Heavy equipment was necessary to install the
groynes and gabion baskets.  February 1987



The photographs of the groyne installation in 1987 were taken by Bud Smith.

GROYNE REPAIRS  - March 2007

The groynes: looking south from the Smith
property.  Summer 1987

The groynes: looking north from the Banks
property.  Summer 1987

New steel sheets were welded onto the westerly
end of the existing groyne.  

Access to the beach for the heavy equipment was
arranged with the Westdell Association.  The north
side of each groyne was covered with steel plates



6.  HOUSTON HEIGHTS GROYNE FIELD

Coping with Lake Level Changes

When the first lots in Houston Heights were sold and the first cottages were built in 1957, the
lake water was below the long-term mean average level, and continued to be relatively low for a number
of years.  This enabled the construction of a few boat houses on the beach without fear of storm damage. 
By about 1968 the lake level had risen to above the long-term mean, and essentially remained above it for
about the next 30 years.  As a result, the beach which had been over 100 ft. wide narrowed considerably,
and the boathouses were destroyed.  Toward the end of this period some individual cottage owners were
erecting beach protection structures such as gabion-basket groynes into the lake, (wire baskets with
cobbles inside), and some had installed other protection structures to combat bank erosion.  By the
summer of 1985 the situation was serious and worsened in 1986, so the issue was raised at the
Association’s annual meeting, which established a Beach Retrieval Committee and authorized further
investigation.

Research was begun into methods of shoreline protection, possible contractors, and likely costs. 
At a well attended special meeting of the Association held in the Banks cottage on Thanksgiving
weekend, the information that had been learned was shared, and after considerable discussion it was
decided to proceed with the construction of a groyne field over the coming winter.  Dick Peever was
chosen as the contractor, and Golder and Associates Engineers prepared construction diagrams and plans. 
These were submitted to Stanley Township, which gave permission for construction, (as the owner to the
park property downstream of the proposed groyne field, as did the upstream property owner), provided
that the Southernmost groyne was shortened by 25 ft., and the one next to it was shortened by 12.5 ft.  

Application forms were submitted to the Ministry of Natural Resources which included all the
required permission signatures and easements.  These latter were required from the property owners into
whose land the landward end of each groyne would be anchored.  With very little delay, the permit was
granted to proceed, and it was later discovered that this was the last permit granted to construct a groyne
field in Ontario.  Meanwhile, the water level reached its highest point in the previous 100 years, having
been last exceeded in level in 1886 by about 2 ft.  (Even the average mean level for 1886 was about 20
cm. or 8 in. higher than in 1986.)

In January of 1987, Doug Banks and George Irvin, using borrowed surveying equipment on a
somewhat snowy day, staked the locations for the eight groynes in the groyne field.  Because of snow
drifts, etc., for stakes they used steel fence posts with spray-painted fluorescent paint on the tops. 
Meanwhile, the contractor had arranged with Stanley Township to open up the now disused roadway
down to the lake from Stanley Township Park so that machines and material could be transported to the
beach.  Soon, back-hoes, pile-drivers, welding and cutting equipment and other  machines, as well as
stockpiles of materials were ready on the beach.  When the lake had completed its final freezing in mid-
February, construction began.

Construction of Groynes

Groynes can be made of a variety of materials, from gabion baskets or wooden cribbing to blocks
of stone or poured concrete, but sheet steel piling was chosen because of the ease of installation and the
consequent lower cost.  At that time groynes were calculated to have a 20-year life span, and although
more costly to instal than other methods, they were considered to be much more cost-effective in the long
run.  



A trough was cut into the ice with a backhoe, and round steel pilings were driven into the beach
and lakebed, connected with steel H-beams welded to them, and corrugated sheet-steel pilings were pile-
driven into the beach and lakebed beside the H-beams and welded to them.  The groyne on the North end
of the field was completed first because access was from the South.  The whole project was supervised at
least weekly by the Association, and took from the middle of February to the end of March. It was
completed just as the ice along the shore was breaking up.

Groynes are distinguished by being built roughly perpendicularly to the shore, the exact angle
dependant on the groyne being perpendicular to the drift of the material being carried along the shore. 
The steel structure must be pile-driven through the sand and several feet into the clay till which underlies
the sand.  Till is a soil parent-material which has been randomly deposited in an unsorted manner from
glacial meltwater, and includes all of the soil parent material particle sizes mixed together.  (See list
below.)  In our area, the largest percentage, (fraction), of the till is clay particles, hence its name, clay till. 
However, the till does have cobbles and boulders within it, and boulders can block an individual sheet of
piling from being driven in to its proper depth, and in some cases can twist a piling out of alignment.  As
is usual, both problems were encountered in our installation, but infrequently.

Incidentally, when interviewing potential contractors for our groyne field, one of them stated that
there were no boulders under the lake bed.  He was immediately rejected as a potential contractor on the
basis that if he didn’t know that basic fact, what else didn’t he know?  Months later, a groyne or seawall
he built into the lake near Port Franks was pushed over by high waves, and it was found that he hadn’t
driven the sheet piling deep enough into the lake bottom to withstand such wave action.  No wonder he
didn’t know that there were boulders under the lake bottom.  He apparently had never driven his piling

deep enough to encounter them.  That would have meant using longer sheet
piling, which would have been more costly for him, but less costly than a lawsuit.

How Groynes Work

Groynes work by capturing some of the sand-sized particles, (and
sometimes pebbles as well), that are moving along the lake shore in the longshore
current.  This last term is used to describe the relatively slow movement of water
along the shoreline, something like a very slow-moving river.  However, the
direction of this flow may be toward or away from the outflow of the lake, and is
mostly influenced by the winds in a lake as large as ours.  Although the
prevailing winds vary throughout the year, being generally from the west, there is
a tendency for the prevailing winds to have a slight Northerly component, and so

the longshore current tends to flow from North to South here.  This meant that, when filling the groyne
field, the sand accumulated between the groynes from North to South.  By the end of the Summer of
1987 only the two Northernmost spaces between groynes had accumulated enough sand to make a beach. 
The rest filled in by the end of Summer in 1988.

We can all see the brownish colours of the lake in rough water when it has a good load of soil
particles in it, and also we can see how clear it is when these particles have settled out when the water
has not been roiled up by waves, and the early Spring shows the clearest lake water.  This is because the
largest particles, (boulders), drop out of the fastest moving water first, with each smaller sized particle
dropping out next in order, until the clay particles are left to drop out over the long winter, often under
ice.  In fact, on Summer days, you can often see the deepest blue in the lake near the horizon, because it
has the fewest particles.  Toward shore from that are usually gradations of colour from turquoise through
greens to brown colours, the colour indicating the size and kind of particles it carries.  Nearest the shore
there is usually a brownish band, indicating sand particles being carried in the waves as part of the



longshore movement of material. 
Naturally, when the lake calms, the
sand drops out first and then the silt,
but the clay usually remains until
winter as noted above, and drops out
when there is very little wave action. 
Other colours have been known to
appear in the lake from pollution
sources, and are not to be confused
with the soil particle sizes. 
Sometimes rainfall brings a fresh
infusion of material into the lake from
the rapid erosion of the cultivated
land.  This tends to be solid colour,
and only sorts itself into different sizes over a brief time.

The process of picking up sand particles when the lake has large enough waves, moving them
along the shore in the longshore current, and then dropping them during calm water, is roughly the
mechanism that brings sand particles to our groyne field and enables them to stay for a long period
between our groynes, thus creating a beach.  This longshore movement is very slow, and, depending on
the angle and force of the waves, a sand particle may move only a few inches or cm. at a time along the
shore, or perhaps a few feet or metres.  The diagram at right shows how a particle is brought in at an
angle within a wave, and then gravity takes it straight down to the lake, thus moving any single particle
along the shore in a sawtooth pattern.  This process is called littoral drift.  (The littoral is the shoreline
area near the lake, and perhaps could be alongshore drift.)  There is an excellent animation of this
process at www.oceanica.cofc.edu., although the particle movement shown in the video is in the opposite
direction to the diagram above.  However, it must be remembered that when the waves approach the
shore from the other direction, the sand will move in that other direction

Some misinformation has been circulated about the work of groynes by those who have
concluded that small groyne structures like ours have the same effect as very large structures in inhibiting
movement of sand and pebbles past the structures.  Both scientific studies and common sense indicate
that a groyne field such as ours does not capture very much of the particle load in the water, and allows
much of it to pass by.  As well, the captured sand and pebbles  in our groyne field are not permanently
captured, but are subject to moving along in times of large waves.  This scenario is quite unlike the
capture of particles by structures such as piers and other harbour works, or even structures such as the
Goderich Beach structure designed to capture and hold sand particles to maintain the beach.  

Not long after the last groynes had been installed along the lake, a subdivision that had not
installed groynes sued the neighbouring one that had installed them to have them removed, and to spread
many tons of gravel, (that is, sand and pebbles), along their bank to replace that which they had lost. 
They won the lawsuit based on tainted evidence before a gullible judge, and so received many tons of
material, (mainly gravel),  along their bank after the neighbouring groyne field had been removed.  By
the very next year most of the gravel material that was added had been eroded away by the natural forces
that had removed it in the first place.  Thus it was demonstrated that the groyne field had not been the
agent of erosion that was responsible!  So much for understanding natural processes!  It is sad that there
are always those who are willing to exploit little-understood issues, as this situation proved.

Constructing Our Groyne Field

http://www.oceanica.cofc.edu.,


At the Association meeting which authorized the construction of the groyne field the tendered
price was $120.00 per lineal foot of groyne, for a total of $98,000.00.  Later, with the shortening of the
two groynes required by the Township, and the addition of concrete slabs to protect the head of each
groyne from wave action where each groyne was inserted into the bank, the contract price was reduced to
$93,800, plus the cost of buying and installing the concrete slabs.  It was agreed to fund this amount from
Association saving and fees, and by donations from each member of the Association.  It was agreed that
each member would pay an equal share for the retrieval and rehabilitation of our beach, and those with
properties abutting the beach would each pay an extra share for the possible benefit they might receive in
protection against erosion.  Unfortunately, not everyone was able to contribute a full share, and so some
refinancing was needed.  This was accomplished by requesting a further donation from the lakebank
owners, and eventually by borrowing $10,000.00 at low interest.  This amount was paid off from the
Association fees collected in the next two years.

The need for the eventual repair and rehabilitation of the groynes in the groyne field was
foreseen even at the time of construction, and was a significant factor in maintaining the level of fees at
more than was really needed for the Association’s annual operations.  It was well known that the greatest
problems for groynes were the damage done to the structure, on the one hand by logs or tree branches
being hurled at the groynes by
large waves, and on the other
hand by the constant abrasion
from sand particles in waves, (a
sandpaper effect).  A similar
effect occurs when wind-blown
sand erodes the steel of the
groynes on the beach where they
are not covered by sand. 
Naturally, when the water level is
low, the former two problems are
minimal.  Nonetheless, about 20
years after construction of the
groynes, some erosion to the steel
was observed, as well as some
damage to a protective post on
the lake end of a groyne.  Two of
the groynes were repaired during
2007 and paid for from accumulated funds, (savings), as well as by a special payment by the Association
members.

Looking Ahead

As a final word about beach protection, it must be recognized that the Houston Heights beach is
destined to experience a high-water episode again at some time.  Obviously, much of the build-up of sand
within the groyne field will be washed away again, and beach maintenance and recovery will depend on
other measures.  Fortunately, no one in Houston Heights South attempted to avoid bank erosion by
erecting steel shore-walls, because when struck by waves these shore-walls reflect the waves back to the
lake causing a doubling of the wave effect, thus scouring out the lake bottom and making the task of
recovering the beach so much more difficult, and thereby considerably extending the time of beach
retrieval. 

Instead of reflecting the wave force straight back, any bank-protection structures should embody



methods of deflecting or dispersing the force.  Although perhaps not visible because of sand build-up,
there are several properties now protected by gabion-basket structures or armour-stone structures that both
try to accomplish this, and there are several other methods of protection in existence.  Where properties
are protected in this way, there is a much greater likelihood of retaining at least some beach, and also
having it recover sooner.  Where properties are not protected now, consideration should be given to
employing some anti-erosion measures to protect the property in question, but also to protect the
neighbouring properties which are subject to erosive forces in a large area bordering the unprotected
property.  Such protective measures are best constructed before water levels become too high for
construction to take place on the beach.  As can be seen from the drawing above, there are several forces
working away to change the beach and adjoining shoreline properties, and complete protection from the
forces of nature is not likely possible.

Summary

The co-operative efforts of the members of the Houston Heights Beach Association in installing
and maintaining our groyne field and thus enabling us to retrieve our beach, have enabled us to have one
of the best beaches along this stretch of Lake Huron shoreline.  Continued maintenance of the groyne field
will be essential to maintaining a good beach for our mutual enjoyment.  A good understanding of the
underlying forces which influence the effectiveness of the groyne field will enable the Association to
maintain a viable beach for the pleasure of all of us.





















8.  Past Boards of Directors

Houston Heights Water Association -- Boards of Directors

Year President Secretary/ Director
   Treasurer

1959 Robert Borland John Given Dr. George Smith
1960 Robert Borland John Given Dr. George Smith
1961 Wyatt Gamble John Given Dr. George Smith
1962 Robert Borland John Given Bill Henderson
1963 Robert Borland John Given W. Twamley
1965 Robert Borland John Given R. Adamson

Houston Heights Beach Association - Boards of Directors

Year President Vice-President Secretary/ Directors
   Treasurer

1966 Robert Borland John Given J. Campbell
1967 Robert Borland John Given J. Campbell
1968 Robert Borland John Given J. Campbell
1969 Robert Borland John Given J. Campbell
1970 Robert Borland John Given J. Campbell
1971 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J. Campbell
1972 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J. Campbell
1973 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J. Campbell
1974 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given George Smith
1975 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given George Smith, Elmore Hill
1976 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J. Campbell, E. Hill
1977 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J. Campbell, E. Hill
1978 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given J.Campbell, E. Hill
1979 Robert Borland Frank Vincent John Given E. Hill, W. Rodney
1980 Frank Vincent E. Hill John Given A. McCutcheon, W. Rodney
1981 Frank Vincent E. Hill Stan McKee A. McCutcheon, W. Rodney
1982 Frank Vincent Elmore Hill A. McCutcheon,  S. McKee
1983 Al McCutcheon Elmore Hill Stan McKee, Frank Vincent
1984 Al McCutcheon Elmore Hill Fran Ritchie, Tony Gruber, Bill Raney
1985 Al McCutcheon Elmore Hill Fran Ritchie, Tony Gruber, Jean Leng
1986 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Fran Ritchie, Tony Gruber, Jean Statham
1987 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Fran Ritchie, Tony Gruber, George Irvin
1988 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Roger Fink
1989 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Stan McKee
1990 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Gerry Desjarlais
1991 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Gerry Desjarlais
1992 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Randy Henry
1993 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, George Irvin, Les Broadfoot
1994 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
1995 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
1996 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
1997 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis



1998 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
1999 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
2000 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
2001 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
2002 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
2003 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Harry Klungel, Janet Purvis
2004 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Tony Gruber, Janet Purvis, Gary Mackey
2005 Doug Banks Elmore Hill Janet Purvis, Gary Mackey, Susan Drew
2006 Janet Purvis Susan Drew Gary Mackey, Doug Banks, Elmore Hill
2007 Janet Purvis Susan Drew Gary Mackey, Doug Banks, Elmore Hill
2008 Janet Purvis Arlene Parker Gary Mackey, Doug Banks, Judy Miller
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