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Hugh Stewart makes canoes that look like chestnuts:
fluid lines, warm wood, classic forms. He claims to
be “just getting the hang of it now,” having repaired

an estimated 250 canoes, and having built and sold anoth-
er 120. These exacting standards, combined with tradi-
tional methods and the reverent use of wood, make his
boats a favourite with canoeists, cottagers, and wilderness
adventurers. 

I first visited the workshop of Headwaters Canoes out
of curiosity, during the region’s “Artists in their
Environment” studio tour. What I saw stopped me in my
tracks. The 12 models of cedar-canvas canoes produced
here, in the rolling, forested Gatineau hills outside of
Ottawa, are functional works of art. I could see why buy-
ers come from as far away as England, Whitehorse, and
Vancouver Island to purchase their wares. 

This past winter, Hugh Stewart, Rod Crawley, and
Dave McBurney have worked full time on orders for 14
new canoes, in addition to the usual roster of recanvassing
and repairs. The workshop and sheds are full of boats: in
slings suspended from the ceiling, upside down on saw-
horses, and under a snow-covered roof outdoors.
Additional Headwaters staff, Suzanne, Wendy, and Clare
take care of all the components for the canoe seats. They
cut hide, weave babiche, and cut and assemble the white
ash framework. Their friend, Mike, works here whenever
he can spare time. 

Stewart clearly values each person’s contribution.
“These are people who can handle a job, not necessarily
because of any formal training, but because of their char-
acter, and their skills. I provide the tools and let them get
on with it.” All hands are on deck, and all are gracious
enough to field my questions, so it is an ideal time to
explore the transformation of their love for canoeing into
beautiful boats. 

The primary design principle at Headwaters is serious
use, as Stewart explains in his succinct fashion: “I paddle a
lot, so I’ve learned what to look for.” A lot, in Stewart’s
terms, is every summer for 40 years. Stewart relies on his
canoes to carry him through some rugged and remote
country. The list of river systems he has travelled includes
the Wind, the Peel, and the Dyea to the Dawson City
Centennial Race (1998) in the Yukon; the Nahanni, the
George, the Winisk, the Kazan, and many lesser known
northern routes. Ground beef is dehydrating on the stove
as we speak, in preparation for this summer’s Labrador trip. 

Beginning with childhood experiences at Algonquin
Park and Camp Temagami, Stewart has carved his career
out of canoeing. He studied at Oxford and Sussex in
England, and at the University of New Brunswick, but
Stewart says his “real postgraduate education” took place in
the bush. He guided novices through Canadian shield
country in canoes, on skis, and on snowshoes.
Concentrating his efforts on the Temagami district
between North Bay and Timmins, Ontario, he also worked

In Canada, whether or not
we have much to do with
canoes proper, the canoe 
is simply inside us.

— Roger MacGregor
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to protect the white pine forests of what became the Lady
Evelyn-Smoothwater Wilderness Park. Throughout the
1970s, until his move south-east to Wakefield in 1985, he
hosted an estimated 100 paddlers each year at the
Headwaters canoe trip camp. Canoe building arose natural-
ly out of the maintenance and repair of his fleet of 30 wood-
canvas canoes. 

Stewart continues to learn technique through consulta-
tions with Donald Fraser, a veteran of the legendary
Chestnut Canoe Company in Fredericton and in Oromocto,
New Brunswick: “Don started right out of high school in
1950 and worked for Chestnut until 1979, when the com-
pany folded. He knows every aspect of the business,” Stewart
says. After 50 years, Fraser still makes canoes in New
Brunswick, and is an incomparable resource, only a phone
call away. 

Rod Crawley speaks with awe of Don Fraser’s expertise,
and of the tartan-covered notebook Hugh Stewart uses to jot
down specifications. “These Scotsmen are amazing,”
Crawley says, no slouch himself, energetically “fairing,” or
rasping, the newly built hull of a 16’ Prospector. Crawley
enjoys the contrast between building canoes and his previous
work, making documentaries in the family business, Crawley
Films. 

The construction process begins at small lumber mills
throughout the region, with the search for a reliable source
of eastern white cedar. The latest load was picked up near
Petawawa, 160 kilometres west of Ottawa, but Stewart says
the supply is sporadic at best, dependent on small, one- or

two-man operations that could stop cutting cedar at any
time. Cedar is notorious for its curving growth, and is diffi-
cult to cut because of significant sand uptake through its
roots. Such sand quickly dulls the blade: “The mill operator
says he sometimes notices sparks flying off the saw when it
hits sand particles,” Stewart says. 

It falls to the canoe maker to detect and weed out weak
wood throughout every step of the selection and construc-
tion process, resulting in a lot of extra kindling for the stove
that heats the shop. Dense, curving grain, called compres-
sion wood, is just one of the naturally occurring defects that
hampers the performance potential of cedar. Sections of
compression and contraction are less flexible, flawed cell
structures in the wood that may split under the tack during
construction–or worse, appear later–making them unsuit-
able for boat construction. 

The cedar board is planed into a series of “blanks,” the
rough shapes for various pieces of the canoe, depending on
its knot-free dimensions. This is a reminder of the ingenuity
required to work with an organic material. The builder must
be mindful of the canoe in its entirety to envision the most
practical and beneficial use for each board.

Despite the challenges faced in its selection, cedar is the
wood of choice for boat construction because of its superior
flexibility, fungus-resistance, and immense strength. These
properties coincide with the objectives of canoe-making: to
use materials that are as long-lasting and lightweight as pos-
sible. Cedar was chosen by First Nations builders, the inno-
vators and masters of the birch-bark canoe, who hand-split
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and shaped cedar ribs with a crooked knife and intuition
long before band-saws and belt sanders were invented. 

Stewart builds canoes the way Maine boat builders and
then the Chestnut Canoe Company did throughout the
early 1900s: upside down and inside out, relative to the First
Nations’ birch-bark method. Planed, bevelled, and labelled
cedar ribs are steamed in a propane-fuelled steam box. Next,
they are bent around one of three original Chestnut forms
(purchased by Stewart in 1979), or around one of
Headwaters’ reproductions. The most frequently requested
models at Headwaters are the 16’ and 17’ Prospectors and
Cruisers, and the rugged 15’ Bob’s Special. 

Once the 40-odd cedar ribs are nailed into place against
white ash gunwales and stem, “sheeting” follows. It is mes-
merizing to watch Crawley line up these long, thin 4-inch-
wide straps of cedar and tack them to the ribs, each nail
clinched when it hits the metal bands of the canoe form
underneath. He works quickly, “almost as fast as Hugh,” he
claims with a lopsided grin, holding brass tacks at the ready
in his bulging bottom lip.

A water-soaked sponge and a regular, household iron
help steam-bend the cedar against the Chestnut form. It is
magical to see a canoe emerge, true to the Chestnut style that
paddlers have sought out for over 100 years: sufficient flare
in the beam for legroom and a load, the gentle curving sheer
and rocker lines. 

When all the planking is in place, it is rasped and sand-
ed to the builder’s satisfaction, and canvas is stretched over
the cedar hull. The canvas is “filled” with a waterproofing

compound, and cured for several weeks. Babiche (rawhide)
seats are attached with dowels and hardwood thwarts are
bolted to the gunwales. As final steps, the canvas shell is
painted with multiple coats of high gloss exterior enamel,
and the cedar interior is varnished or painted depending on
its grade. 

I struggle to describe the finished canvas canoe, because
it is a striking combination of construction history and
potential adventure. Roger MacGregor came pretty close
when he wrote of its “ancestral quality.” The shapely design
reminds me that Bill Mason’s favourite canoes were a 16’
“Pal” and a “Fort,” both made by Chestnut. His red cedar-
canvas canoe became a national icon through his award-win-
ning films, including Wilderness Treasure, Paddle To the Sea,
and Song of the Paddle. Resisting pressure to “modernize,”
Mason complained that new fibreglass or Kevlar canoes
lacked style: “I’ve seen bathtubs with better lines,” he said in
his film Waterwalker. 

You’ll get a similarly disparaging, if tongue-in-cheek,
reaction at Headwaters if you confess to paddling a light-
weight Kevlar canoe, as I did. “All right then. . .please leave,”
came Stewart’s quick retort, through a glinting lipful of brass
tacks. Perfect pronunciation, and not a single tack fell out!
Luckily, I don’t scare off that easily, because there is a great
deal to be learned here about boats with character and histo-
ry. Besides, a sense of humour appears to be a prerequisite in
this demanding business. 

Crawley and Stewart reminisce about the early days,
before a weekend work party of friends helped build this
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sizeable workshop. “We’d build any boat over 16’ on the
diagonal in the back room of Hugh’s house,” Crawley
explains, “and one of us had to lift the canoe whenever we
wanted to open or shut the door.” 

Stewart recalls one Christmas when his disgruntled
dog, Sandy, chewed an entire canoe into sodden 2 inch
pieces, outraged at being left home alone. “I had to explain
to the customer that my dog ate my homework,” he says
wryly, “then I had to give him a whole new 16’ Prospector to
replace it.”  

Detailed repair work is passed over to Dave McBurney,
a fine furniture maker on early retirement from Parks
Canada. Each time I visit, it seems to me he is working on
the same canoe, replacing its rotten stem. In fact, he
explains, this is a chronic problem in canoes stored improp-
erly on bare ground. He shows me his other projects: neat
splines in broken gunwales, retrofitted white ash bow, and
stern decks. It is subtle piecework, with concealed tacks and
screws. “We try to avoid using glue, so that everything we do
is reversible and reparable years down the line,” McBurney
explains. Laminates and glue make it difficult, if not impos-
sible, to remove deteriorating parts. The crew avoids cedar
strip, or “strippers” for this reason. 

Headwaters’ workshop is a compelling place, not least
because of the archives on its walls: framed black and white
photographs of Chestnut’s Fredericton factory, the
Temagami camps, supply catalogues, all interspersed with
jokes and images of favourite rivers. 

Respect for history and craftsmanship runs deep here.
Stewart scoffs at a claim I read that it takes two years to
become an accomplished boatbuilder: “It takes 25 years to

learn how to make a good sharp tack, according to our tack
supplier, Dave Gurney (in Whitman, Massachusetts).” The
answer is a typical Headwaters blend: one part brass-tacks
pragmatism, one part campfire story.                       

When I wonder aloud at the way a canoe under con-
struction so faithfully reproduces the shape of the mould,
Crawley replies, “wood has memory.” Underlying his answer
is a system of values that I sense has directed Headwaters’
quality over its many incarnations, from outfitter to builder.
Headwaters’ heroes are outdoorsmen, the ones who listen
much, talk little, and turn out reliable handiwork. 

It is easy to see why these tried-and-true methods and
designs find a contemporary market. Simply put, these are
beautiful boats, made to carry enthusiasts through rough
waters to beautiful places. Many of us, in the spirit of nos-
talgia and exploration that goes into old canoe routes and
into wood-canvas canoes, will find a satisfying outlet for
these addictions at Headwaters. As Hugh Stewart says,
“Paddling is the thing that lures you back.” 

I sat there and forgot and forgot, until what remained 
was the river that went by and I who watched...
Eventually the watcher joined the river, and there         
was only one of us. I believe it was the river.

—Norman MacLean, A River Runs Through It

For more information, call Headwaters Canoes at (888) 471-3731.

HEADWATERS’ HEROES ARE OUTDOORSMEN–THE ONES WHO LISTEN
MUCH, TALK LITTLE, AND TURN OUT RELIABLE HANDIWORK 
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