Harriet Muirhead recalls the S.S. Iroquois

As told to Bruce MacLellan in November 2010.

Harriet Muirhead’s first summer at Lake of Bays was in 1936. She went to the lake every summer as a child because of her grandfather’s connection. Granddad was Robertson “Bob” Muirhead and he was an old railway man. He came to Glenmount because he knew one of the Presbyterian Ministers who had built cottages at Norway Point. Bob had a heart condition and took early retirement, spending much of the spring to fall period at the lake. He had a single room cottage built for him around 1903 on Glenmount Rd. which he enjoyed until his death in 1953.

These were the days of the steamship Iroquois sailing on Lake of Bays. The Iroquois was built at South Portage around 1907. It served for four decades until it was scuttled in Portage Bay in 1948. At almost 120 feet in length, it was the largest steamer ever to serve on Lake of Bays.
“It was between 1944 and 1948 when I was a young girl that we would take long rides on the Iroquois,” says Harriet. “My granddad took me out on the Iroquois to ride along on the boat’s route.”  Harriet’s family first rented a cottage on Glenmount Road (the red strawberry place) from the Campbell sisters in 1944 and subsequent summers.

“We walked up a gang plank from the dock to inside the ship. It was like entering a cavernous area. As a young girl, it seemed huge and the interior cabin was quite dark despite the daylight outside. We boarded at the Glenmount dock and took a day trip as passengers on the mail delivery route,” she said. 

People could move about freely and access the outer deck along the sides, front and back.
Standing at the bow would have been about 15 feet up from the waterline.
“We stopped at Britannia and the hotel looked very grand when approaching. We also stopped at South Portage to pick up people, mail or other packages. Some people were getting off and taking the train to Penn Lake. We also went over to Dorset,” she added.  

“We stood on the bow outside to enjoy the view and breeze. I recall it feeling very stable. There was no talk about too many people on one side, or that sort of thing. It was a big boat,” said Harriet.  
Harriet Muirhead has been a year-round resident on Glenmount Road for many years now. Her home is on the same property chosen by Granddad Muirhead in 1903.

By the 1940s people had cars and the train/steamer route to Lake of Bays was less popular. The steamships gradually faded away as traffic declined, roads were installed and resorts closed. It was an era never to be seen again. Thankfully, the smaller steamship known as Bigwin was restored and relaunched on its 100th birthday in the summer of 2010. 
