
SWIMMING AT THE COTTAGE - NOT THE 
SAME AS A BACKYARD POOL 

By – Peggy Stewart 

As we dream about the cottage through the long winter months, swimming is one of the favorite 

activities, that come to our mind’s eye as we imagine the summer to come.  For newcomers to 

swimming at the cottage, it takes a while to realize there are many differences to the lakeside 

swimming experience, some that make the swimming experience a pleasure that a pool can’t 

match. Other differences require a learning curve to maintain the family’s health and safety. 

First off, the lake bottom in many areas of Wollaston Lake is not smooth. Below the lake bed 

surface at our shore there may be many small rocks that poke up through the thin layer of sand 

that are very rough on your feet. Recently, as well, the shore in many areas of Wollaston Lake 

has zebra mussels. The edges of the mussels are very sharp and can cut your feet. Our 

solution is to wear old running shoes or swimming shoes. Some shorelines have plants such as 

water flowers, wild rice and in many places there are still areas of milfoil. Not your backyard pool 

but there is always something fascinating and beautiful at the shoreline. 

It is important to become familiar with swimming conditions at your shoreline before giving into 

that urge of diving off the end of the dock.  Is the water at the end of the dock deep enough to 

dive or jump in? If you are renting the cottage or new to Wollaston Lake, check out the 

waterfront before swimming. First check the water depth at various places along the shoreline. 

Is there a drop-off where the water becomes very deep quickly? This may be a hazard for 

children who are not good swimmers yet.   

Always supervise children and pets outdoors/near water. It can be very exciting experience for 

little ones to play with all their water toys and splash in the shallow water but sometimes they 

can get in a little over their heads. Even for grownups and experienced swimmers it is good 

advice not to swim alone (either swim with someone or have them outside available to help in 

an emergency).  It is best to swim sober. While a few drinks on the dock are enticing, they will 

also alter your reaction time in the water and that’s a place you definitely don’t want to be 

disoriented. 

As the full enjoyment of swimming and shoreline fun kicks in, we can forget to look after our skin 

and forget that a whole afternoon in the sun can lead to a bad case of sun burn and sun 

damage can also lead to cancer. Take the time to slather on the sunscreen and find everyone a 

broad brimmed hat. There are even modern lightweight swimming suits and cover-ups that 

cover the arms and neck. 

Swimming at the lake requires you to share the water with a multitude of plants and a variety of 

creatures such as crayfish, beavers, otters, muskrats, ducks, geese, swans, fish, oh and yes 

those pesky zebra mussels. This ends up with a water environment that can be very different 

from chlorine infused water in a pool. Wollaston Lake constantly has its water renewed from the 

Deer River that flows into it from the north and from under water springs in the middle of the 

lake. It is further replenished by rain and run-off from around the lake.  Many Wollaston Lake 

cottagers have had a good record of keeping a lot of the shoreline in a natural state. This helps 



to prevent storm runoff of nutrients and chemicals that alter the delicate balance of clean water. 

The water flows through the narrows, into the Second Lake towards the Third Lake and down 

the river that flows out of the Third Lake and over the Crowe Valley dam. So although we are 

sharing our water with many delightful and interesting creatures who engage in all of the natural 

bodily processes, we can usually count on the water being clean and refreshing when we go for 

a dip. Some cottagers use the water from the lake for their cottage water supply. If they are 

using it for drinking they add filters such ultraviolet light filters and take water samples into the 

Health Unit in Bancroft for testing. There are many factors that help to maintain water quality. 

We have enjoyed many years of good water quality and continue to encourage everyone to 

work together to keep Wollaston a good lake for swimming. 

 
Ensuring water quality is safe for swimming can be challenging and requires frequent 
monitoring.  Water testing at Wollaston Beach is done throughout the summer by Hastings 
Prince Edwards County Public Health Department and reports are posted at 
www.hpepublichealth.ca.  As well, Fred McConnell, our Lake Steward, tests the water at various 
locations in Wollaston Lake, multiple times over the spring, summer and fall for clarity, E.coli, 
phosphorus, calcium and dissolved oxygen. He consults with the Lake Partners programs, 
Ministry of Environment, MOE, MOECC, MOECP, experts at Trent University, experts from the 
Blue Lakes Project and resources from Watersheds Canada to gather information about water 
quality in Wollaston Lake. Read the report written by Fred McConnell on water testing in 
Wollaston Lake in the Spring edition of the WLHCA newsletter “Northern Reflection” 
 
So is the water quality good for swimming? It has been very good, but conditions can change a 

bit with the weather over the summer. Many days of hot temperature, lack of rain or alternately 

heavy rains that cause nutrients to be washed into the lake from storm run-off are some of the 

ways that water quality can change. Some of those fascinating creatures mentioned earlier can 

leave behind bacteria or parasites that can affect our health.   

A few times over the years, I have heard of swimmers complain of skin rashes. one of which 
might be swimmer’s itch but I haven’t heard of a confirmed case.. The Peterborough Health Unit 
explains that swimmer’s itch is a skin rash caused by an allergic reaction to infection with certain 
parasites of birds and mammals that share the lake. The adult parasite lives in the blood of 
infected animals such as ducks, geese, gulls, swans, as well as certain aquatic mammals such 
as muskrats and beavers. The parasites produce eggs that are passed in the feces of infected 
birds or mammals. If the eggs land in the water, the water becomes contaminated. Eggs hatch, 
releasing small, free-swimming larvae. These larvae swim in the water in search of a certain 
species of aquatic snail.  If the larvae find one of these snails, they infect the snail and undergo 
further development. Infected snails release a different type of larvae (cercariae) into the water. 
This larval form then searches for a suitable host (bird, muskrat) so they can start the lifecycle 
over again. Although humans are not a suitable host, the larvae burrow into the skin of 
swimmers, which may cause an allergic reaction/rash. The larvae cannot develop inside a 
human and they soon die. The skin of swimmers can break out in very itchy reddish pimples. 
Itching may last up to a week or more, but will gradually go away. The Peterborough Health Unit 
advises:                                                                                                       
 A. Avoid swimming in areas where swimmer’s itch is a known problem or where signs have 
been posted warning of unsafe water.                                     
B. Avoid swimming near or wading in marshy areas where snails are commonly found.                                                                                                
C. Towel dry or shower immediately after leaving the water.                                                                                     
While certain conditions lend themselves to the appearance of the parasites the problem will 
often disappear as quickly as it came. It is hard to know how long the problem will persist. If you 
have a rash, use the same remedies as you would for mosquito and black fly bites; cool 

http://www.hpepublichealth.ca/


compresses; bath with 1/2 cup of baking soda; colloidal oatmeal baths, such as Aveeno*; anti-
itch lotion (consult a pharmacist), calamine lotion; corticosteroid cream (consult a pharmacist); 
antihistamine medication (consult a physician or pharmacist). 
 
As the summer vacation brings everyone back to the lake, swimmers on Wollaston Lake will be 
taking the plunge and keeping cool at the shore. If you are not familiar with swimming at the 
lake, it is worthwhile to take the time to explore the differences that may affect you and your 
family.  With a few precautions, swimmers will be enjoying a cool dip in the waters of Wollaston 
Lake and soaking in the joys of fun in the water for another summer. Thank you to Sid and 
Robin Ripley whose ideas prompted me to write this. 
 

  


