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“I’m a rat, put it that way,” the 82-year-old says with a
crooked smile; clearly enjoying the opportunity to talk about
the wild antics of his faded youth.

An original member of a group of people nicknamed River
Rats in the mid-1900s, Roland (Roly) talks fondly about his
life in Gananoque where stories about early river workers are
legends.

Commonly found barefoot and healing from a fight, Roly was
a force of nature in his prime.

“There were lots of fistfights back then,” he says matter-of-
factly. “It was an exciting time.”

A boat captain and diver who enjoyed fishing, hunting and
trapping, Roly worked as hard as he fought.

“I build boats and barges,” he says with pride. “In fact, I’m
building another one (house boat) right now.”

One of six children born on a farm near Picton, Ontario, Roly
was lured east by rumours of wealth and excitement on the
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seaway.

Over the next six decades, he found and lost both.

“I’ve been on the water all my life,” says Roly, who lived on a
houseboat near Ivy Lea for more than 30 years while earning
a living on the water.

For him, his lifestyle represented freedom and treasure as he
plucked items from their murky wet grave with his barge and
crane.

He chuckles at the memory of fishing from a hole in the floor
of his houseboat. Years later, he still finds it amusing that he
fished in his living room.

Caressing the scar of a bullet hole on his left leg, Roly’s
composure falters slightly when he talks about a jealous
husband who shot him in a rage of indignation.

According to Roly, his departing car was peppered with
bullets after a fistfight at the man’s house.

Barely escaping with his life, Roly attributes some of the pain
in his leg today, to the shooting back then. He’s hopeful the
leg will heal soon, enabling him to resume the life he once
had; when society's rules bent like the river for him.

“I was a somebody and now I’m a nobody,” he says from his



bed in the nursing home at the start of 2016.

“It feel like I’m in a cage,” he says earnestly about the
confinement he feels when he’s not on the river.

“To be honest, I’d rather be in jail. Actually, I’ve been in a few
of those, too,” he says with a laugh.

Father of six children (five surviving), Roly uses his fingers to
count the jails where he has stayed for fighting and driving
while intoxicated. He stops counting when he reaches 20.

Talking about his past, he pauses, seemingly struck by the
stark contrast between his life then and now. Gone are the
days when he answered the call of the river.

“I had a lot of good friends on the St. Lawrence River,” he
notes with emotion. “I miss them.”

But Roly isn’t alone in this new stage of his life.

Resting quietly in their own rooms at Carveth is Richard
Senecal and Ethel Johnston, fellow River Rats.

“That Roly, he’s quite a fella,” Richard says with a laugh.
“He’s settled down now, but he liked to fight when he was
younger.”

“He has never received such good care like the care he gets
here.”



Born on Grenadier Island and caretaker of Zavikon Island,
Richard understands the lure of the Thousand Islands.

“You make it your home on the water,” says the father of six
who made a living growing vegetables, trapping, driving a
tour boat and maintaining an island.

“I looked forward in the spring to trapping muskrats. I caught
300 rats one spring.”

A widower after 60 years of marriage, Richard moved to
Carveth Care Centre in June 2015 after a lifetime of living
and working on the water.

“I lived there most of my life except when I went into the Air
Force for three years,” he says.

Smiling from the memory of serving as a military police
officer in WWII, Richard notes, “I had closer calls at home
than I did overseas in England, Belgium, Germany and
Holland."

“I nearly drowned in the river twice,” he says with conviction,
describing an incident involving a powerful air boat he built
to travel over snow, ice and water.

“I had a lot of fun with it,” he laughs.

Enjoying the sentiment of the moment, Richards notes, “It



(the Thousand Islands) is the most beautiful spot there is.”

“What a life. What things happened. We’re River Rats."

A distant relative to Richard (her grandfather was the
lighthouse keeper on Grenadier Island where Richard was
born and raised), Ethel Johnston understands the lure of the
St. Lawrence River.

Born into a family of boat builders in Rockport, Ethel cleaned
the skiffs her father constructed for fishing by the summer
people.

Speaking at Carveth in January 2016, her daughter Wendy
Merkley, 68, talks for her mother when words fail her. Ethel
will turn 99 this April. She has lived at Carveth for two years.

“Her whole life has revolved around the river,” says Wendy
about her mother’s love of the water.

In fact, it was the water that brought Ethel her husband, Don,
one of the river people.

Wendy smiles as she tells the story of her father paddling his
canoe from Gananoque to Rockport to court her mother.

The couple was married for 56 years before Don’s death in
1993. Their union produced six children (five surviving), nine
grandchildren, 13 great grandchildren and six great great



grandchildren.

“Mom rowed her own skiff for more than 30 years,” says
Wendy proudly. “She would row for two, three, four hours at
a time. She also swam in the river every day.”

Cradling a picture of her mother in the skiff her grandfather
built, Wendy seems to understand this love of the water.
From her home in Rockport, she can feel the lure of the St.
Lawrence River.

“When I think of 99 years and what she’s seen, it’s mind
boggling,” says Wendy about her mother’s experiences on
the majestic seaway. “She’s been through so much and seen
so much in her lifetime. Yes, she’s a River Rat.”

Carveth Care Centre is a family owned and operated
retirement lodge and long-term care home in Gananoque. To
learn more about living or working here, please call 613-
382-4752.


