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Historic lockhouses on the C&0 Canal are now
hosting bikers and hikers on overnight trips.

he Park Service manages dozens of
T historic homes whose former resi-

dents range from Abraham Lincoln
to Clara Barton, Frederick Douglass, and
Thomas Edison. If you were bold enough
to hop into a bed and jump under the cov-
ers, you'd probably find yourself escorted
out by security in a matter of seconds. But
that's not the case for a series of historic
homes along the Chesapeake & Ohio Ca-
nal, which winds its way through forested
land just north of Washington, D.C. You
can book a room online today and, with
a little luck, you might slip between the
sheets tomorrow and immerse yourself
in the history of one of the nation’s busi-
est commercial waterways.

On July 4, 1828, the Chesapeake &

Ohio Company began construction of a
184.5-mile canal that would parallel the
Potomac River and transport goods from
Pennsylvania through Maryland and into
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And you can stay there, too.

Washington, D.C. The Potomac itself
was too difficult to navigate, so its wa-
ters were diverted into the canal instead,
which was an engineering marvel of
sorts. Because the route begins in Cum-
berland, Maryland, with an elevation 605
feet higher than D.C., the canal required
a series of locks, which basically acted
as liquid steps—separate chambers that
were filled or drained of water to raise
or lower boats eight feet at a time along
the canal’s length. Boats plied the route
delivering farmers’ crops, local seafood,
and other goods, including nearly a mil-
lion tons of coal each year to fuel Wash-
ington throughout the 1870s, the canal’s
most prosperous era. Dozens of employ-
ees operated the locks day and night,
and made sure they were maintained and
repaired when needed. Most of the lock
operators lived in one of the 567 homes
that lined the canal—modest two-story

homes with two bedrooms above humble
living quarters, generally huilt of stone or
brick. But all of those homes would even-
tually be empty, as the railroad overtook
waterways as the most effective way to
ship goods in the late 1800s. The C&O
Canal ceased operations in 1924, a victim
of several floods and competition from
the growing Baltimore & Ohio Railway.
Now the Park Service and the C&O Canal
Trust are turning the homes into quaint,
rustic reminders of a bygone era.

“All of the lockhouses were already on
the National Register of Historic Build-
ings, but most of them were slowly fall-
ing apart, and the park didn’t really have
any use for them, but the agency still had
the expense of maintaining the homes
and protecting them from vandals,” says
Robert Mertz, a board member with the
C&O0 Canal Trust. "The question was
what could be done to protect these
buildings and also help tell the story of
the canal and the park? So the idea was
to open them up to the public. We've fur-
nished the homes in a way that’s consis-
tent with the way lock tenders and fami-
lies would have lived in them at the time,
and we've added historic materials like
photographs, maps, and books that tell
the story of the canal, turning a visit into
an interpretive experience, rather than just
a stay in a motel room.”

"Qccupied buildings generally do bet-
ter than buildings that have been moth-
balled or those that lie vacant,” says Sam
Tamburro, the park’s cultural resource
program manager. “"Now that we’ve part-
nered with the C&0O Canal Trust, its cadre
of volunteers are in buildings all the time,
checking on them and reporting on their
condition. This program has provided
us with an opportunity for a really solid
partnership with the Trust, and it pro-
vides visitors with an experience that we
hadn’t been able to offer them.”

Given that 26 of the 57 original lock-
houses still stand, the expedient move
was to re-open the ones that required the
least effort. So the park scraped up funds
from its operating budget to make sure
the buildings were structurally sound,
took care of basic repairs, and removed

any lead paint, then slapped on a new
coat of paint. Volunteers with the Trust
researched each era and obtained all the
furnishings, from rope beds and futons
in Lockhouse 22 meant to mimic horse-
hair mattresses from the 19th century to
the Formica tables and Naugahyde beds
that reflect the 1950s in Lockhouse 6.

Volunteers living in nearby communi-
ties make sure the buildings are kept in
good working order and do basic clean-
ing and maintenance. Visitors can regis-
ter online and get access to a code that
opens a lockbox. The costs range from
$70 to $100 per night; all the revenue
goes to the Trust, which pours the funds
back into the program.

The first three lockhouses are just the
beginning. In June, the park began an
environmental assessment to evaluate
how many buildings might eventually
be included in the project, with the idea
of potentially opening as many as 19 to
overnight visitors. The hope is to offer a
linked experience along the canal’s entire
distance, with accommodations every
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20 to 30 miles, so bikers and hikers can
get from one end to the other and have
a comfortable place to rest their weary
legs every step of the way.

“The lockhouses have been booked for
300 visits and seen more than 600 guests
since opening last fall,” says Tamburro.
"With word of mouth and some press in
big media markets, those numbers will
continue to grow. Since our park gets
more than 3.8 million visitors a year, you
could say that's a drop in the bucket. But
the typical person walking into our visitor
center spends fifteen minutes looking at
exhibits, asks a few questions of a rang-
er, and goes on a short hike, whereas the
people staying in the canal quarters are
there for an entire night, surrounded by
the park’s history. Guests have told us
it's almost impossible not to think about
the canal and the resources being in that
building, so they're getting a really high-
quality interpretive experience.”

To learn more or book a lockhouse,
visit www.canalquarters.org.

—Scott Kirkwood
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