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S ALMON LIVE IN THE GREAT LAKES and the rivers of the Niagara Escarpment that 
drain into the lakes. They’re as far south as Niagara Region where they can be 
seen in autumn swimming from Lake Ontario up to Ball’s Falls in Jordan, and 
they’re plentiful at Owen Sound on Georgian Bay.

The salmon are so easily seen near Owen Sound that there are eco-tours you can 
follow to observe this mysterious ritual of nature, closely, for yourself. There are four 
ways to tour the salmon run: you can drive it, hike it, bike it and paddle it. The tour 
starts at the Visitor Centre at Owen Sound harbour and follows the Sydenham River 
through town, through Harrison Park, and upstream to Inglis Falls Conservation Area 
where the spectacular waterfall is the end of the river for any fish that make it this far.
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FOLLOWING THE FISH: 
Owen Sound’s Salmon Run   Eco-Tour
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Every autumn, salmon journey upstream from Georgian Bay to spawning 
beds on the Sydenham River. Salmon may attempt to leap up the short 
but steep falls at the Mill Dam in Owen Sound, but the adjacent fish 
ladder makes it easier to get past this obstacle.  PHOTO BY PAT BRYANT.

FOLLOWING THE FISH: 
Owen Sound’s Salmon Run   Eco-Tour
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Life of Salmon
The salmon at Owen Sound 
are Chinook, introduced 
by Sydenham Sportsmen’s 
Association (SSA) in 1986, 
and so successfully that they 
are self sustaining with the 
support of a fish hatchery 
run by the association. 

This is the life cycle of these 
salmon: the young swim down 
the Sydenham River into 
Georgian Bay, where they grow 
to maturity in three or four 
years. In autumn, these mature 
salmon instinctively return 
to the Sydenham and swim 
upstream to spawning areas 
where females release eggs 
into gravel beds, males fertilize 
the eggs, and both females 
and males die. In spring, the 
fish eggs hatch and begin to 
grow. The small fish, called 
fingerlings, grow to become 

“smolt” and reach Georgian 
Bay, where they mature until 
they too have the need to 
return to their spawning beds.

“The run is for about six 
weeks when the nights are 
cool,” says Dennis Wiseman, 
fish advisory chairman for 
SSA. “The salmon out in the 
Bay want to get up to the 
water where they were hatched 
or released. The water is 
imprinted on them. They make 
the journey once and die.”

SSA operates a salmon 
hatchery on a tributary of 
the Sydenham that has come 
to be known as Weaver’s 
Creek, and release more than 
80,000 hatchlings each year in 
Harrison Park, close to where 
the Creek meets the Sydenham. 
The hatchery, which is on 
private property owned by 
the Weaver family, is not on 
the public tour, but can 
be visited by request.

Tour Highlights
Although there is not enough 
fish for commercial salmon 
fishing, personal fishing is 
permitted in Owen Sound’s 

bay and off the harbour wall 
and river banks downstream 
of the Mill Dam, which is the 
first obstacle on the salmon 
run. Fishing is not allowed 
further upstream where the 
exhausted salmon spawn.

Long ago, the Sydenham 
was dammed for mills, all of 
which are now gone. Houses 
are now on the beautiful 
banks of the mill pond above 
the dam. Here in 1958, the 
Association built the first 
fish ladder in the province.

An interpretive sign 
includes this explanation from 
Grey Sauble Conservation 
Authority: “The fishway ladder 
has offset notches at the 
bottom of the plates so that fish 
can move from one level to the 
next without having to jump.”

People can walk on both 
sides of the river here, to 
watch the salmon swim 
upstream, use the ladder 
or dramatically attempt to 
leap the falls over the dam.

Harrison Park is the 
next good place to view the 
salmon and some of the 
spawning beds, especially 
at the bridge near the 
licensed Harrison Park Inn. 
Canoeists and kayakers 
coming from downstream 
will have enjoyed seeing 
lovely riverside houses and 
perhaps resident wildlife on 
the Sydenham. Mallard ducks, 
cormorants, Canada geese, 
red-winged blackbirds and 
green herons are common.

City to Wilderness 
Experience
Continuing further upstream, 
Grey Sauble Conservation 
Authority has some informative 
interpretive signs along the 
river near their administrative 
centre, with more prime 
viewing sites and a bridge 
from which to see the fish.

� Thousands of salmon each year follow their instinct to return to the 
water where they were hatched to lay eggs before they die. These fish 
are in the Sydenham downstream from Owen Sound’s fish ladder.

� The fish ladder on the left is covered by a grill 
to protect salmon using the steps.

Continued on page 38 �
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� Salmon head toward the Mill Dam and fish ladder, except for the two close to shore, already dead.
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� Paddlers on the Sydenham River at Harrison Park can follow the fish and watch for ducks, coromorants, green herons and other wildlife.

� The Niagara Escarpment cliff face can be seen from the river.

SALMON TOUR  Continued from page 23  �
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At this point, the urban 
centre has changed to a 
wooded, natural conservation 
area. The salmon are looking 
for small, smooth gravel for 
their nests and are approaching 
the end of their possible 
six-to-seven-km journey 
upstream from the Bay.

At Inglis Falls Conservation 
Area, the mighty 18-m-high 
cascade waterfalls prevents 
any fish from going further 
upstream. Some salmon do 

make it as far as the base of 
the falls. Those at the end 
of their life have turned 
red in colour and may 
float back downstream.

Eco-Tour
Owen Sound Tourism has 
developed four ways to take 
the self-guided eco-tour, by 
car, bike, boat and on foot. 

� Members of the Sydenham Sportsmen’s Association gather salmon, 
eggs and milt for the hatchery program.

Continued on page 40  �
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� Upstream near Grey Sauble Conservation Authority offices, salmon push 
against the flow to find suitable shallow gravel beds to lay eggs.

� Some of the private properties backing onto the Sydenham.
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A pamphlet from the Visitor 
Centre gives details of the 
routes, which use local roads, 
trails or the river itself to 
accompany the salmon on 
their voyage. Hiking covers 
6.65 km; cycling goes for 
8.5 km; paddling is possible 
for four km with one easy 
portage at the Mill Dam. All 
routes are of easy to moderate 
difficulty. Even if going by 
car, there is some walking 
required to get to the river 
bank to observe the fish. 
Harrison Park would be the 
easiest location for people with 
disabilities to enjoy the run.

“The salmon migration is a 
real draw for spectators,” states 
Owen Sound Tourism material, 

“a limited-time event that 
attracts throngs of onlookers 
eager to catch a glimpse of the 
salmon and photograph them. 
There aren’t many places in 
North America where you can 

see a mass fish migration, and 
this one lasts a mere four to 
six weeks. The Owen Sound 
Salmon Tour is a natural 
wonder, a treasure to be seen 
and appreciated, especially 
since most of the world has lost 
the annual salmon runs that 
once were commonplace. The 
phenomenon of thousands of 
salmon making this arduous 
journey to spawn is truly 
a natural reflection on the 
cycle of life and our delicate 
and complex ecosystems.”

More Details
The Salmon Run tends to 
be from mid September 
to Thanksgiving. For more 
information including the 
dates for this year, check 
www.greatsalmontour.com or 
call 1.888.675.5555 or email 
vacation@owensound.ca.

For more about SSA or to arrange 
a tour of the hatchery, contact 
Dennis Wiseman, 519.270.5295 or 
taxman2001@rogers.com.  NEV

� Inglis Falls is the end of the river for migrating fish. Some salmon do manage 
to battle the approximately seven km upstream from Georgian Bay to the base of 
the falls.  PHOTO BY KRISTA MCKEE, GREY SAUBLE CONSERVATION.

”There aren’t many places in North America 
where you can see a mass fish migration, 
and this one lasts a mere four to six weeks.” 
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