Uncle Cameron and the Buildings of Baysville Marina 
John Peck
On the Muskoka Rover, just upstream from the Baysville Dam, stands a choreographed collection of buildings bearing the signature style of another era. With their ornate cupolas and overlapping wood plank construction, they embody both quaintness and functionality and help define the character of Baysville itself. They seem perfectly matched to their current function as the home of Baysville Marina, but on closer inspection, one can detect several inconsistencies. The gas dock along the long boathouse is too high for easy access to the small boats that use it, and is more suitable for access to a steamboat. Fortunately, someone had the foresight to design a lower step on the dock to serve both purposes. The slip in the boathouse is too long and wide, and the doorway too high for the boats that occupy it. Near the gas pumps, on the floor inside the long boathouse, is a diagonally converging cut in the planks, which doesn’t make much sense until you realize that it covers the end of a slip designed for a rather large vessel. 

A lifetime summer resident of Lake of Bays, I had often been around these buildings with hardly a passing thought. Although I knew that my uncle, Cameron Peck, had built them, my early childhood memories of them are too dim to register an automatic feeling of kinship. I began to get curious as a young teenager when I worked several summers at Kelmar Marina, first as a dock boy and later as a grease monkey, apprentice boat hull repairman and general handyman. As I worked around the marina, I began to notice things of interest. There were some beautifully preserved antique outboard engines in the machine shop, which should have been in a museum. I also remember seeing at one point, though this memory probably predated my employment at Kelmar, a Rolls Royce Merlin engine, which powered the legendary Spitfire fighter planes of World War II. It was sitting in its original factory crate inside the 6-slip boathouse, probably awaiting Uncle Cameron’s call to power a Gold Cup racing boat to victory. There were clues all around me as I worked at Kelmar, suggesting a fascinating time in the not-too-distant past that I longed to visit in my imagination.

I got my wish several years later when I inherited two file boxes of memorabilia from my uncle’s years at Lake of Bays. One box contained prints, negatives and documents of Cameron’s boats, the antique outboard motors, and the marina buildings in various stages of construction. The other had such priceless items as the “Standing Orders and Flag Routine” books for the S.L. Phoebe and the S.Y. Naiad, two steamboats owned by Cameron, and several Lake of Bays Association yearbooks from the 1950s. Looking through these boxes was like opening a door into the past. I have spent many happy hours exploring the memories and have scanned many of the negatives into digital images in order to preserve them for posterity. I hope to share a bit of my fascination in this article. I will not presume to be an accurate historian with regards to dates and events, because I haven’t had the time to do proper research. Instead, I relay a few assumptions of my own. 
The story of the marina buildings begins in the late 1930s, when my Uncle Cameron was a rising young executive at the Bowman Dairy Company in Chicago, a business founded by my great-grandfather in the 1850s. Its unique offering was pasteurization, which made milk safe for children and made the company very successful. I think Cameron’s true passion was not so much business as a fascination with mankind’s inventiveness in exploring the frontiers of transportation, and he used his newfound wealth to bring that passion to life. Among the many boats he owned over time were the Gold Cup racer Astraea, steamboats Claremont, Il Cid, Naiad, Phoebe, Scudder, and Wanda III; runabouts Dix, B-IV and Whippet; gasoline launches El Mar, Juanita, and Lightning; and the naphtha launch Lillian Russell. Cameron believed in restoring and preserving his boats to the highest possible standards, which explains why so many of them survived the advent of the fiberglass boat – an era in which many wooden boats were left to rot, and are now cherished for their true worth. Baysville did not have the facilities Cameron needed to accomplish this, so he built his own facilities and hired six men from the area to run the operation. Various sources of information say that some of the buildings were built as early as 1937 and that they were all in place by 1940, but others say that construction began around 1940 and persisted until almost 1950. I will leave this to the scholar to verify, as I have no definitive record of it. Cameron’s preferred colour scheme for these buildings, as well as for the Peck summer home on Burnt Island, was barn red with white trip and green asphalt shingle roofs, which is evident in a few colour pictures in my collection.
As a chronological anchor, a letter of my grandmother’s from 1938 refers to a ride in Cameron’s newly acquired steamboat, the Naiad, on the Muskoka Lakes. Naiad was built in Toronto for Senator Sanford, whose summer home was on Sans Souci Island in Lake Rosseau. She was the epitome of elegance, with a black hull and white superstructure, clipper bow, fantail stern and a brass signal cannon on the bow. One story holds that she was a replica of Queen Victoria’s Thames River yacht, which Senator Sanford had once ridden. According to some fairly reliable sources, Cameron had Naiad transported from Gravenhurst to Baysville in the winter of 1940 by Caterpillar tractor and sledges. Some newspaper articles of the time show photographs of Naiad being drawn through the streets of Gravenhurst and Bracebridge and tell of an anxious moment when she came very close to sliding off the road into a ditch. Cameron ordered the dock of the long boathouse to be built for Naiad at this same time, since there was no other suitable place for docking. Several pictures show the pilings for the boathouse being driven in the fall or early winter of 1939-1940, judging from the light snowfall. The old hotel, public dock and bridge are in the background, and it’s curious to notice how few trees were in Baysville at the time. Another picture shows Naiad steaming out of the long slip before the boathouse superstructure was built, probably in the summer of 1940. In this picture, the small steamship boathouse built for Scudder is not in evidence next to the long boathouse, nor is the small two-slip boathouse that still exists today. It appears that a boat is on the marine railway in the background. 
The marine railway was a magnificent thing. It consisted of a length of standard railway track extending on a slope from dry land to heavy water and a heavy wood-framed car with an integral boat cradle. The cradle had ample adjustment to handle everything from a runabout to a small steamboat. A small engine house held a six-cylinder Chevrolet truck engine and winch, which provided power and control to the car through an arrangement of pulleys and cable. The engine was also linked to a fire pump. Near the engine house, the track was straddled by scaffolding, which was used to transfer boats between the railway car and trucks or dollies by hand winches and canvas belts. Several photos in my collection show Whippet suspended from the scaffolding, Claremont being hoisted off a truck and Cetus, our family’s workboat to this day, on the railway car with the two-slip boathouse in the background. Cetus was delivered from the Greavette boat yard in July 1938, so the two-slip boathouse could not have been built any sooner. The two-slip boathouse served as the gas dock for Kelmar Marina from the late 1950s through the 1970s. 
Next to be built was the boat-hull repair ship next to the marine railway’s engine house. This building is still used by the marina for its original purpose. An engine shop was built next to it soon after that, and next to the engine shop was a small boiler house to provide heat to the buildings in the winter. Kelmar Marina used these for the same purposes until the winter of 1979, when an electrical fire destroyed them both. Two storage buildings were constructed around the same time as the shops. One of these served as the showroom for Baysville Marina from the 1980s until just last winter, when it was torn down and replaced with a newer structure. The other storage building still exists. The last two buildings to be constructed were the six-slip boathouse and the small steamboat boathouse. A photo taken from across the bay shows the former under construction and the latter completely built, with the Naiad gracing its dock. For a chronological reference, the small steamboat boathouse was built for Scudder, which Cameron bought in 1947 to shuttle guests between Baysville and Burnt Island. If you look closely at this same photo, the tip of Wanda III’s stern can be seen at the far right. Cameron bought Wanda III from Bigwin Inn in 1949. So these final additions to the marina buildings were built in the late 1940s or the early 1950s.
Recently I was given a copy of an aerial picture, unfortunately with fairly low resolution, taken toward the end of my uncle’s hey-day at Lake of Bays. It shows the right-angle bend of the old highway as it used to pass by the marina buildings, with Wanda III moored next to the long boathouse, our workboat Cetus plying the river toward the public dock, and B-IV in the short slip at the end of the long boathouse. The scene in this picture is a vignette of what it must have been like in those days, probably about 1950s. Had Cameron’s dream continued it’s anybody’s guess how it might have looked today. According to reports, my uncle had plans to establish a marine museum and also a factory to produce high quality boat furniture. But in 1952, on the advice of his doctor, he relocated to an area more benign to his asthma, Tucson, Arizona, and gave instructions to sell his collections of boats and the marina outbuildings. 
In 1954, Cal Martin, with the help of Normal Kelly, purchased most of Cameron’s buildings on the site, all except the two steamboat boathouses. Cal had wanted to buy all of the buildings, but Naiad had still not been sold, and Cameron would not sell Naiad’s boathouse without Naiad. Cal began to operate Kelmar Marina in 1956. In 1957, Naiad was finally sold to the Ontario North Land Transportation Commission for use on Lake Temagami, and the two steamboat boathouses were finally available to be sold for the sum of $2000. Cal had expressed his intent to buy the buildings, but Gordon McCormack, the owner of the general store next to the east-side dock, learned of the situation first and offered $2200. Gordon then established Baysville Marina in the two steamboat boathouses, so for a number of years there were two competing marinas in Baysville. Two buildings later added by Kelmar Marina were the two-story showroom/residence overlooking the river and the steel-sided storage barn next to the engine shop, both of which still exist.
In more recent years, Kelmar Marina and Baysville Marina merged into Thom’s Baysville Marina, which was bought by Brian Hough and renamed Baysville Marina. Since then, the marine railway has been dismantled, a victim of the more contemporary phenomenon of the boat ramp and fork-lift, the small steamer boathouse the Scudder used to occupy has been torn down, and the superstructure of the long steamboat boathouse had been rebuilt, thankfully with the same architectural spirit. The marina remains a vital element of Baysville, especially for those of us who live in cottages during the temperate summer months. But without the old photographs and the window into the past that they provide, the marina would be just another collection of archaic wooden buildings, pressed into service for another age, eventually to vanish or be replaced, and the magic of their history would be lost forever. 
This article republished with permission of the author. “Uncle Cameron and the Buildings of Baysville Marina” was originally published in the Lake of Bays Association Yearbook in 2005.

