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THE GIFT OF PLACE: 
FRED AND PEARL BARRY WETLAND RESERVE

A SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE AREA
Dennis Barry

To understand the significance of this place to me and Haliburton County’s 
ecology, it’s necessary to understand its history and that of this part of 
Ontario.

I was born on August 30, 1939, two days before the start of World War II. The 
world was climbing out of the depths of the Great Depression. Haliburton 
County was still, in many ways, a pioneer community.

In rural areas, folks had no electricity or telephones, and few had cars. Horses 
pulled farm machinery as well as sleighs in winter and buggies in summer. 
Passenger trains travelled from Haliburton to Lindsay, with stops in Donald, 
Lochlin, Gelert and Kinmount. 

I remember, when I was perhaps six, pulling on the handle of a cross-cut saw, 
helping my dad cut firewood from a large elm tree growing at the edge of our 
garden.

Wild game and fruit were an important part of the family diet. Trapping 
regularly added to meagre incomes; however, beaver populations had been 
decimated during the depression.  Former beaver ponds were now “beaver 
meadows” where farmers harvested late summer hay to supplement crops grown 
on rocky farms on this southern edge of the Canadian Shield.

South Lake and the few tiny streams flowing into it fed the marsh just to 
the south. There, a population of beavers still survived, and the pond they 
maintained undoubtedly provided a biological reservoir of other aquatic life.

As the post-war economy improved and older trappers either passed away or 
were no longer able to endure the hardships of tending their trap lines, pressure 
on the beaver population decreased to the point where their offspring were able 
to move out and colonize long-abandoned areas. During the 1950s and 1960s 
every small stream was dammed, and pond habitat to the east multiplied.

When I was growing up during the early 1940s, there were several active farms 
around the lake. Ours was on the north side opposite a huge stone house owned 
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by Judge Johnson, a retired Hudson’s Bay Company employee who’d managed 
a trading post in northern Ontario. The house later became the central building 
in Hospitality Inn.

Across the lake was the Hamilton farm, and on the west the Couse property, 
where the South Lake Trailer Park is now. Two other farms on the northeast 
shore were no longer actively tilled.

Of the few cottages on the lake, two sisters from Toronto, Annie and Jessie 
Brown, owned the closest.  Jessie took me out birding the spring I was five 
and wrote a story for her Sunday school newsletter about a scarlet tanager we 
discovered.

Dennis Barry
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FROM OLD MAPLE LOGS TO LAND TRUST LEGACY

I hold fond memories of life along the shores of South Lake, of wading along 
a muddy shoreline catching frogs, of watching dozens of Canadian tiger 
swallowtail butterflies sipping moisture and minerals at the water’s edge.

In summer, my mother churned butter, bottled milk and cream, and collected 
eggs from her flock of hens to sell to local cottagers. I accompanied her to pick 
wild strawberries, raspberries and blackberries to preserve for winter. My dad 
harvested timber in winter and cut blocks of ice to store in an icehouse by 
the lake. Covered with thick layers of sawdust to preserve it, he sold the ice to 
cottagers in summer.   

Years later, while exploring the interior of the long-abandoned, windowless 
icehouse, I was delighted to discover the half-circle nest of a pair of chimney 
swifts. The structure of tiny twigs glued together with saliva and stuck to the 
wall contained two white eggs.

As a young child, I eagerly awaited the first warm days in March signalling the 
start of maple syrup season. Listening to the first plink of sap dropping into 
the bottom of a pail on a newly-tapped tree, sampling sap from a bucket, and 
drinking half-finished syrup from the pan are my favourite memories of spring. 
In the war years, sugar was rationed and unavailable. Maple syrup not only 
provided important food for the year, but also preserved wild fruit for winter. 

When I was seven, we moved from South Lake to a farm on the road between 
Minden and Kinmount. A lack of students closed Bat Lake School, hence the 
move.

This farm was larger at 300 acres, with more cleared land. Loyne Cox, who’d 
owned the property, kept the hundred acres that was later gifted to the 
Haliburton Highlands Land Trust. Shortly after we moved, Ontario Hydro 
cleared a corridor through the farm to build twin tower lines. 

After the forest was cleared, several huge piles of maple trunks were left behind. 
While we needed some to burn in the cook stove and wood furnace in the 
farmhouse, there were still several piles of logs remaining. 

My father traded that wood  
for the lot that’s now  

the Land Trust property.  Dennis Barry
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BIODIVERSITY OF THE WETLAND RESERVE

We called this wetland on the eastern boundary of the farm, “The Big 
Marsh.” Over the years, the beaver dam holding back the water to maintain 
the wetland was relocated in at least five different spots. When one dam burst 
and became too old for the beavers to repair, a new one would soon be built. 
Distance from the farthest upstream of these dams to the farthest downstream 
was perhaps half a kilometre.
 
One fall morning, on a sandy ridge overlooking one of the early dams, I 
came across two large water snakes sunning themselves beside an ancient pine 
stump. No doubt the rotting roots of this tree provided easy access to their 
hibernaculum far below the reach of January cold.  

On a hot summer day 
in the same area, I 
found the largest garter 
snake I have ever seen. 
I tried to approach it 
for a closer look, but 
it took off through tall 
bracken ferns faster 
than I could run, soon 
disappearing into some 
undiscovered hideout.  
Another sign of the 
ecological vitality of 
this special place.

Including the bog portion, this wetland is larger and more diverse that any other 
I’m aware of in the county. None have such a large bog connected to a marsh-
bordered stream, providing a unique habitat mix. Surrounding uplands also 
offer diverse habitats. In the north, there is a black ash swamp; to the northwest 
a mature hardwood ridge; on the south, mature balsam fir/white spruce stand 
on sandy soils; and, to the east are hemlock/red maple/aspen swamps and rocky 
hills, an area burned in a forest fire perhaps a century ago. The bog itself has 
scattered tamarack and black spruce.

The marsh was a favourite spot in pioneer days for picking blueberries in 
summer and cranberries in fall. The stream connecting the marsh to South Lake 
provides passage in spring for spawning fish, red-finned suckers prized by early 

Northern watersnake
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residents for their large size and less bony qualities. In fall, perch spawn in the 
stream.

The spawning run of suckers from South Lake takes place in early May, shortly 
after the last ice melts from the lake. “Sucker Creek”, as it was known, was a 
spring meeting place for local families congregating to catch a supply of fish.
One warm, early May evening in 1955, I walked in the dark up the steep trail 
over the ridge to the west of the stream. I was stopped in my tracks by the most 
bloodcurdling scream I have ever heard. The sound came from beneath the low 
branches of a large spruce tree above me at the top of the slope. 

After staying still for several minutes, I took a step, only to be greeted by the 
same deafening scream. This time I stood still for what seemed like an eternity. 
When I moved again, there was silence. As I walked up and over the ridge to 
the creek, I heard the scream off to the south on the eastern border of the bog, 
answered almost immediately by another farther off.

When I arrived at the stream bank, I found the remains of several suckers 
wastefully left behind by fishermen on a previous evening. The smell of fish had 
attracted a pair of Canada lynx, the only ones I have ever encountered.

Over the years, I’ve been impressed by the variety of plant and animal life 
encountered in the wetland and its surroundings. In early butterfly counts, the 
bog was the only reliable place to find bog coppers. That’s when I discovered 
that the bog was also home to a breeding colony of Lincoln’s sparrows.

The marsh was also the first place I ever saw mallard ducks, which have since 
largely displaced the black ducks that used to predominate in Ontario. In the 
mid-20th century, Canada geese were only spring and fall migrants, with no 
breeding population in southern Ontario. “The Big Marsh” was a regular resting 
spot for these passing flocks.
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The first moose I encountered in the county were in the swamp along the 
eastern border of the bog. While there were moose here in much earlier times, 
they only repopulated the area in the 1960s. Now their tracks crisscross the bog 
all year.

A few springs ago, Margaret and I canoed down the marsh along the eastern 
border of the bog. When I stood up to look across, I was greeted by a sea of 
white, blooming cotton grass. In summer, pitcher plants decorate hummocks 
throughout the bog.

Shallow aquatic marsh at Fred & Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve

Cotton grass blooming on bog at Fred & Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve. 
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THE DONATION STORY

I had been concerned for years about the future of this unique wetland, 
bordered in part by crown land. 

My fear was that it might one day be destroyed in order to extract the peat that 
forms the base of this bog ecosystem. When the Haliburton Highlands Land 
Trust was created, Margaret suggested that donating the property to them would 
be the best way to ensure its long-term protection. Having been involved with 
the land trust movement in other parts of Ontario, I enthusiastically agreed.

A director from the Haliburton Highlands Land Trust offered to come for a 
tour of the property. During our travels along the eastern border of the wetland, 
we noticed five or six active beaver lodges. While we weren’t able to cross the 
flooded beaver channels to access the bog mat itself, we were able to view parts 
of it from the shore.

The Land Trust had been told by their local ecologist that this wetland complex 
was of particular significance and should be protected. Our lawyer determined 
that the hundred acres was separate from the rest of the farm and could 
therefore be donated without the need for an expensive survey. The property 
easily qualified through Environment Canada’s Ecological Gifts Program and the 
transfer was completed.

Margaret and I are extremely grateful to the Haliburton Highlands Land Trust 
and their staff for agreeing to take on the protection of this unique part of the 
county ecology.

We’re also very impressed with their efforts in protecting other equally valuable 
examples of the diversity of habitats that make up Haliburton County. We wish 
the Haliburton Highlands Land Trust continued success and urge all residents 
and visitors alike to give them their full support in the very important service 
they provide.

Shallow aquatic marsh at Fred & Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve

Cotton grass blooming on bog at Fred & Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve. 
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ADDENDUM, WITH LOVE
Margaret Carney

It’s always been magical to me, the great wetland at the far end of the Barry 
farm. 

Remote and hard to get to, being over the road, across the pasture, through 
the bush and across a beaver dam, with me panting and sweating, trying to 
keep up with Dennis’s long legs, while swatting mosquitoes and blackflies. But 
always finding butterflies on the way—wood nymphs, interesting skippers, great 
spangled fritillaries, and once, the early hairstreak that brought me my fifteen 
minutes of fame.  

Dennis Barry on the bog at Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve.  
Citizen science at work!
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Hermit thrushes, ovenbirds and scarlet tanagers would be singing on territory, 
and out near the bog a Canada warbler. We’d come across signs of bear and 
moose, amazing fungi, massive sugar maples, and a wealth of dragonflies. It 
was always worth the effort, to finally reach the marsh and gaze across it to the 
distant ridge, far from houses and cars and people. I dreamed of building a cabin 
there and looking out every day at that view, breathing in that peace and beauty.
 
But that’s humanity for you, always wanting to live “out in nature,” then 
bringing roads, lawn mowers and hydro lines with us, and displacing whole 
wildlife communities in the process. 

Over the years, as more and more Haliburton lakeshores and woods were carved 
up and built on, it became a worry, how to keep “the big marsh” and its unique 
inhabitants safe from “civilization,” not to mention profit seekers.  

We were so glad when the Haliburton Land Trust came to be, and so grateful, 
when Dennis’s mom passed on, that we could ensure future protection of that 
very special wetland through their ownership. Dennis inherited the “working” 
part of the farm—house, barns, hayfield and sugar bush—and was able to swap 
it with his siblings for the wetland portion, to give to the trust. Since we’re 
always welcome at the farm, it’s the best of both worlds.
 
“Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland” is quite a mouthful, but with so many 
descendants of pioneer James Barry in the county – he had 22 children – we 
felt it important to include their first names, a tribute to the kind, hardworking 
couple, good neighbours to all, who lived in, took care of and loved this part of 
Haliburton  for nearly a century. 
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CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION:  THE IMPORTANCE 
OF FRED AND PEARL BARRY WETLAND
Paul Heaven

The Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve is located at the outflow of South 
Lake and the top of Kendrick Creek.  

With approximately 25 ha of wetland, the Reserve is also part of the provincially 
significant Kendrick Creek Wetland Complex. This large complex represents all 
wetlands flowing into Kendrick Creek from South Lake down to the Irondale 
River. 

It also includes a mosaic of wetlands perched on the top of the watershed that 
extends easterly to Snowdon Park. With a catchment basin of 3778 ha and 849 
ha of wetlands, the Kendrick Creek Wetland Complex is approximately 22% of 
the landscape. This is significant as water represents only 11% of the land cover 
at the regional level. 

In 2013, 2017 and again in 2019, the Township of Minden Hills experienced 
flooding so serious that they had to declare a state of emergency. Unfortunately, 
flooding and erratic weather patterns are a product of climate change and will 
only become more common.

The Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve and the larger Kendrick Creek 
Wetland Complex play an important role in protecting us from climate change 
effects, specifically with flooding.  During times of heavy rainfall or fast snow 
melts, surface water rushes out of the uplands and into our wetlands, lakes, 
streams and rivers. A wetland’s aquatic vegetation slows down and soaks up this 
surface water and then slowly releases it as the landscape dries. 

Bogs and fens typically have a thick blanket of sphagnum moss that acts like a 
massive sponge and can capture exceptionally large volumes of water; whereas 
marsh and swamp wetlands have emergent vegetation (cattails, reeds) and trees 
that physically slow the flow of water. The Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland has all 
four wetland types.

Wetlands also divert the flow of surface water. By capturing and holding deep 
pockets of water in our landscape, surface water soaks into the ground and 
replenishes our groundwater tables. Not only does this reduce the threat of 
flooding but it also replenishes our supply of drinking water.
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All wetlands have a high component of aquatic plants. Some wetlands have 
deep basins of peat, which is a brown soupy material consisting of partially 
decomposed plants.  Peat in wetlands can be tens of metres deep and date 
back thousands of years. These basins of peat store large amounts of carbon 
that would be released if the wetland were to be damaged. The Fred and Pearl 
Barry Wetland has the largest bog component in the Kendrick Creek Wetland 
Complex and the associated deep pocket of peat is an important carbon sink in 
Haliburton County.
  
With 849 ha of wetlands in the Kendrick Creek Wetland Complex, representing 
22% of our landscape, the critical role these wetlands play in mitigating floods 
and storing carbon becomes very clear. The loss of a single wetland will increase 
the threat of flooding to all those downstream, and compound the global effects 
of climate change by releasing carbon and adding greenhouse gases.  

The Fred and Pearl Barry Wetland is located at the top of Kendrick Creek 
Wetland Complex and, through the protection of this wetland, the HHLT is 
proud to do its part in climate change adaptation.  

Black Ash swamp at Fred & Pearl Barry Wetland Reserve
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THE HALIBURTON HIGHLANDS LAND TRUST - 
Get Informed, Become Involved, and Be Invested!

MEMBERSHIP: 
By becoming a member, you take a direct role in protecting the natural and 
cultural heritage of our community by providing the Haliburton Highlands 
Land Trust (HHLT) with a dependable source of funding. This allows us to 
engage in new projects and develop innovative approaches to land and water 
conservation, environmental education, healthy outdoor activity, and nature 
appreciation. In addition, it provides opportunities for the HHLT to promote 
the significant economic value of the environment in the Haliburton Highlands. 

DONATIONS: 
The HHLT gladly accepts monetary donations as well as gifts-in-kind from 
individuals, families, businesses, charities, not-for-profit and corporate 
organizations. Donations and gifts-in-kind will receive a charitable tax receipt. 
Monetary donations can be general or directed, as well as donated in memoriam 
or celebration. 

SPECIAL OCCASION GIFTS: 
Consider adopting an acre of the Dahl Forest or Barnum Creek Nature 
Reserve in recognition of that nature lover on your gift giving list. Personalized 
certificates are issued with these donations and you can visit our office and 
choose your acre on our grid maps. An excellent way to recognize a person’s 
commitment to environmental conservation.

CONTACT US: 
If you love the Haliburton Highlands and want to support the HHLT, we’d love 
to hear from you! 

Haliburton Highlands Land Trust 
P.O. Box 1478, 739 Mountain St. 

Haliburton ON, K0M 1S0 

Our website is a good place to get more information about the HHLT’s exciting 
events! Stay up-to-date by signing up for our newsletter. You can also make a 
donation or sign up as a member at: 

www.haliburtonlandtrust.ca



It’s always been magical to me,  
the great wetland at the far end of the Barry farm. 

~ Margaret Carney, nature-appreciation columnist
Metroland Durham newspapers
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