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Built at the base of the highest ski hill in Ontario, the province’s 
largest mountain resort is an obvious hotspot for skiers and 
snowboarders and those looking to enjoy a relaxing massage or 
a martini beside a roaring fire. But visitors enjoying the many 
charms of Blue Mountain Resort, a four-season recreational 
community two hours north of Toronto, shouldn’t miss a visit 
to the neighbouring city of Collingwood, where heritage, festi-
vals and great food experiences are plentiful.  

Back in the mid-1800s, this now-booming tourist town was 
choked with swamps and thick forests, and barely even a vil-
lage. Known at the time as Hen and Chickens Harbour, the 
settlement only started coming into its own when the directors 
of the railroad chose to connect the tiny town on Georgian Bay 
with a shipping network. 

Goods and passengers were carried by steamer between the 
newly-named Collingwood and Owen Sound, Sault Ste. Marie, 
Chicago and Milwaukee, among other places. The booming 
shipping business also resulted in a new industry for the town 

– shipbuilding. William Watts, who pioneered the industry in 
Collingwood, began building shipping vessels in the 1850s, 
and the Collingwood Dry Dock, Shipbuilding and Foundry 
Company started up in 1882. The shipyards closed down in 
1986.

These days, history buffs can explore Collingwood’s ship-
building past in Harbourlands Park. Wander a memorial walk-
way that pays tribute to shipyard workers, stare up at the mas-
sive grain elevators or explore the Watts Skiff Building. Nature 
lovers won’t want to miss the great views of beautiful Georgian 
Bay, a body of water long admired by residents and visitors.

A more in-depth look at the history of shipbuilding in the 
area can be had at the Collingwood Museum, housed in a reno-
vated 1873 train station overlooking the bay. The Bygone Days 
Heritage Village west of downtown offers a glimpse of life in 
Collingwood between 1860 and 1940, with a slightly ragtag 
yet charming collection of about thirty buildings – some that 
are reproductions and others that are original pioneer structures 
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