A Guide to Rock Climbs at Bon Echo

Introduction

Bon Echo Provincial Park is located between Toronto and Ottawa on Highway 41, 30 km north
of Highway 7. The focal point of the park is Mazinaw Rock, a 2 km long granite cliff almost 90
metres high at its highest point. It is the largest cliff in southern Ontario.

The cliff drops straight into Mazinaw Lake. The lake is about 13 km long, up to 2 km wide and
120 m deep. It is divided into two halves by a spit of land, adjacent to the provincial park
campground. The lake is less than 10 metres wide at this point but not quite shallow enough for
wading. This, of course does not deter the hard core (Chas Yonge and friends), who hold their
breath, and their packs above their heads. Highway 41 and the park campground are on the west
side of the lake, while the cliff is on the east side. Access to the cliff is not straightforward. The
tour boat operated by the Park stops at a dock south of the cliff, at the start of a park trail to a
lookout at the top of Knob Hill. The climbs from this point north to route 97 can be reached from
the talus slope at the water’s edge. Climbs further north are accessible only by boat. Canoes or
small outboards can be rented at several of the marinas on the lake.

Climbers can base themselves either in the Park campground or in a local motel. The Provincial
Park is very popular, and the park campground is often full on summer weekends. Campsites can
be reserved by phoning the Park (613-336-2228). On sunny summer weekends the lake is crowded
with boaters (canoes, kayaks, power boats and jet skis).

Climbers not camping in the Park can use a public dock with a small parking lot, located
outside the Park to the north (see maps on page vi), convenient for canoeing across to the cliff.
Public telephones are located in the Park and at all the marinas along the lake.

The rock is metamorphosed granite, intruded by many black dykes. The dykes trend diagonally
up and left, and give rise to planes of weakness producing slabs, ramps and cracks. Many routes
follow these lines, upwards and leftwards. The quality of the rock varies from good on the more
popular routes to incredibly bad on some of the less frequented routes. A safe Bon Echo climber
tests every hold before using it.

The rock climbing season runs from May to early November. Ice climbing is best attempted in
February, when the lake is well frozen.

Mosquitoes are never a major problem on the cliff itself. Blackflies are annoying on some
routes for a short period around the end of May — primarily routes near vegetation, and especially
those near the narrows. Poison ivy is common at the narrows and does grow elsewhere, but is
avoidable when recognized. Climb past the occasional wasp nests with care. Blueberries are
incredibly abundant at the top of the cliff and reach their peak in late July and early August.

Mazinaw is an Algonkian name meaning "painted rock". Scattered along the rock at lake level
are scores of Indian paintings — the largest visible collection in Ontario. They were done in red
ochre pigments and represent men, animals and creatures which cannot be identified. No one can
say with certainty what culture produced them, whether they are related to rock paintings in other
parts of Ontario, or what they meant to their creators. Selwyn Dewdney discusses them in his
“Indian Paintings of the Great Lakes” but comes to no firm conclusions about their origins,
purpose or meaning. Treat these paintings with respect — do not touch them and especially do not
climb over them. Please obey climb closures intended to protect these paintings.

One of the pictographs that decorate the cliff
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General History

The following text is based on a Bon Echo Provincial Park pamphlet.

Until the turn of the century, Bon Echo’s story was much like that of other parts of the
Canadian Shield. The Indians came thousands of years ago to hunt and fish. The French explored
the area and the English began to settle it in the 19th century. Then the lumbermen came, followed
by farmers to keep them provisioned. Towards the end of the century, the lumbermen moved
elsewhere, the farms failed and the population decreased.

In 1889, Dr Weston A. Price and his wife, captivated by the beauty of Mazinaw Rock, bought
it and the adjacent lands, and constructed a handsome hotel. They called it “Bon Echo” because of
the acoustical properties of the giant Rock towering over Mazinaw Lake. The brochures Price had
printed make it plain that his establishment catered to the prosperous and the highminded: rates
were steep, but healthful walks, wholesome food, and inspiring views of “the Canadian Gibraltar”
could be enjoyed at Bon Echo far from the foul air of urban smokestacks and the evils of demon

rum.

from a ‘-‘-Friends of Bon Echo Park” postcard

The Bon Echo Inn, about 1920

Afternoon tea at the Bon Echo Inn

After some successful years at the resort, a personal tragedy forced Dr. Price to sell. He found
an enthusiastic buyer in Flora McDonald Denison. Mrs. Denison was no ordinary person. She
operated a successful business in Toronto; she wrote on women and labour for the newspapers and
was a vocal advocate of women’s rights. Together with other feminists, she established the
Canadian Suffrage Association, and campaigned until her death for justice for women. Her
devotion to feminism even extended to having the insignia of the movement included in the design
of the Bon Echo hotel’s china.
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