
    
 

History of the land from the settler’s perspective 
 

By: Simone Traviss 

 

For many thousands of years, the north shore of Lake Ontario has been home to First Nations 

and Indigenous communities. That is until the arrival of the European and American settlers.  

 

According to the “Second Marsh Heritage Research Report,” completed by Martindale Planning 

Services Heritage Consultants in 2020, Samuel de Champlain, French explorer and colonizer, 

mapped the property of Second Marsh in 1616.  

 

Champlain reported that the land was a promising site for a trading post. Eventually it did 

become a French trading post in 1750, on the high point of the drumlin adjacent to the Marsh, 

known as Gifford Hill. Later on, the site would be a temporary home to one of Oshawa’s first 

European settlers, Captain Benjamin Wilson.  

 

Oshawa’a first cemetery, the Harbour Cemetery, was also established on top of Gifford Hill in 

1816, until it was relocated to Lakeview Park as the Pioneer Cemetery.  

 

An additional research report titled “Evaluation of Second Marsh North of Colonel Sam Drive” 

completed by Archaeological Research Associates Ltd in 2023, indicates that Wilson received a 

grant from the Crown in 1819, for 200 acres of lot #4. 

https://www.oshawa.ca/en/parks-recreation-and-culture/resources/Documents/Heritage-Research-Rpt-Second-Marsh-Main-Report.pdf
https://www.oshawa.ca/en/parks-recreation-and-culture/resources/Documents/Heritage-Research-Rpt-Second-Marsh-North.pdf


 

This lot of land was to the west of the Second Marsh, which at the time was a bay, and within a 

few years other pioneers joined him in the area. 

 

William Farewell and his brother Acheus Moody Farewell were drawn to the area because of its 

potential for fur-trading along the Scugog Carrying Place trail. Traveling to Lake Scugog and 

Simcoe via the trail, the brothers began trading with the Mississaugas.   

 

The Farewells left the fur business in 1812 and moved on to their next business of opening a 

tavern. Later Moody would run mills, which he operated by damming the creeks feeding the 

Second Marsh and harbour.   

 

In the 1820s, the Farewell Brothers had begun a shipping and shipbuilding infrastructure for 

exporting local products. This infrastructure was all centered around the harbour area, which 

was called the First Marsh at the time. 

 

The heritage report also states that by 1822 the development of what we know today as 

Simcoe Street, made it easier to access the northern interior and an additional southern route 

for goods to reach Port Sydenham (Oshawa Harbour). 

 

The evaluation report states that the Port Sydenham was the main way of transporting goods 

to the emerging settlement, until the construction of the Grand Trunk Railway in 1856. 

According to George R. Tremaine’s 1860 Map of the County of Ontario, Upper Canada, the 

railway line crossed Farewell Creek and Harmony Creek to the north of where the creeks met.  

 

By 1954, the Grand Trunk Railway system had expanded and was now known as the Canadian 

Pacific Railway (CPR). During this time, highway 401 was also constructed to the north of the 

CPR railroad tracks.  

 



In 1972 the Second Marsh Defense Association (SMDA) was founded in response to the Oshawa 

Harbour Commission’s plans to expand the harbour. According to the heritage report, the work 

of the SMDA resulted in a number of environmental studies being conducted by federal 

agencies and recommending the rehabilitation and preservation of the Second Marsh as a 

wetland habitat.  

 

The vegetation within the Second Marsh began to die in 1974 because of the Oshawa Harbour 

Commission’s actions, which then led to led to high sedimentation rates and lower water 

quality. 

 

Eventually the City of Oshawa acquired the Second Marsh in 1991 from the Harbour 

Commission, and a steering committee was created to oversee the marshlands management 

plan and steward its rehabilitation as a viable ecosystem. 

 

On November 30, 1992, the remainder of the Second Marsh was transferred to the City of 

Oshawa.  

 

Today the Second Marsh is looked after and protected by the Second Marsh Management 

Committee, the City of Oshawa, Ducks Unlimited Canada, and the Central Lake Ontario 

Conservation Authority (CLOCA).  

 

As of 2021 the portion of the Second Marsh south of Colonel Sam Drive, has been designated 

under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act.  

 

Although we are not the original stewards of the land, Friends of Second Marsh is dedicated to 

advocating the protection and appreciation of Second Marsh and our natural heritage system of 

the largest remaining wetland in the GTA. 

   

 


