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Built to Last:
America's Car:rals
-\.,IPN]C.T \I-OL,LD EF, A I}TF}IE.fl"[I}]I' C(}LT},-TRY 1\11'HOLI]'i].S IIARLY C:\NALS' 1VFIICH

,tIOyED pEOpLE, L;oODS, AND IDIIAS EF!'ICIENTLY BETWEEN -l-Iltr Er\ST (lfifSf rXO

rtlg olD Mtnnrr:s'r." Esn rR(l11,{ cor\rE, "r}{E CANAl,S ANID "f Il]1-.I11 llF-Fli(r'tr' Ll, '"G]il{ o}i.

BLACK IRON
bridge spanning
Tinkers Creek,
little more scenic

than tu'o iron
girders trickling
a constant stream

of water from its manY gaPs. I was

fascinated-it seemed so strange-a
bridge carrying water over water.

I was also fortunate. I saw one

of the few lengths of the Ohio and

Erie Canal that remained watered-
not as some historic monument but
because a steel mill required its calm,

constant flow of water to cools its

hell-hot ingots.
Steel mi1llong gone (alongwith

much of its industry), the aque-

duct-for that's what I saw-remains
in place, stili leaking its burden,

thanks to this section of canal being

absorbed into the Cuyahoga VaileY

National Recreation Area. Rather
than transportation or cooling, its

purpose has changed again to educa-

tion, showing a modern world how

the ca na I works a nd what it mealll
to our growing nation. It does not
need to show how Arnerica's canals

changed the young collntr)', because

evidence of that is all around us'

\A/ithout the netw-ork of canals-
three thousand miles dug b.v hard

manual labor in (mostlv) the first half
of the 19th CenturY-America u'ould

be a far different countr),-. Major cit-
ies of the Northeast rnight be mere

shadows of their modern metroPo-

lises-Nerr York, Buffalo, Cleveland,

Toiedo, and even Chicago gre\\- on a

diet oftrade frorn the canals.

Grand Lake St. Marvs-the larg-

est man-made lake in the u'orld u'hen

it u,as filled and still Ohio's largest

lake-was built for the Miami and

Erie Canal. Large lakes, Iocks, dams,

and other feeders left over from the

!'a

L
'ihe
,Riv
iar
coOld



l.t 3ll1 NVf,IU:lt^lV A"lUVl I ZtOZ f Nna/^VN

(('fJrJlslp JeAo-peuJnq,, egl IEUEJ
eq] dq peuedo etEts eqlJo pue ure

-]se,^ , orJl urJel o1 deuurd uosrPu?Jc
selrer{J Surpeel's}eoq leuro uo

dlrsoru '4roa -te1q q8nogl paurnq 8ur
-ua{E^\Y IEoJC PuoJeS eqJ'uol}Eu
/&au eglJo sctlqod pue 'slueute,tour
'slueturlues eqr pue.rds sJele,tt Io eI

eqt 'teoq leue) e uBr{l re}sBJ s.4deu

drrec rq8rur es.roqlclnb t q8noqrly
UEIVM USnO SGHO/VI

'rq8reg 4nq rol

IaABrl IrEr se dpsoc suSpq sr Surddrqs

puec.tus seJrnos euos.tepol ueae tnq
'e8pe Suluurat str1cur] uoJI eqt ua-tt8
e,teq.(eur peadg 'rsoc e$Jler{ tE sruc

IrEJ uel sE IEo) rpnru sB poIJJEJ ]Eoq

IBuEJ euo'uoBBeduroc snorJes euoJeq
pBr{ spBoJIrBJ ueq,tt'sggg1 eW otul

'tcedurr (slBrrEJ eW tlej suItr) uelg
'peuado IEUBJ errE erp reUB s0€8I

eqt Sur;np sluer I ot Z ot ZI B I ul
sluoc 6I uro{ 1eJ dr13 4-ron,t{eN o1

olelJng uro.rl ,{eurno( srr ur apu qcee

tr{8re{Jo uo} euo Surddrgs;o }sor eql
'eldurexe Jod 'oprJ uo8e.u earteurelye
erll sE qJilu sE r{luel-auo }soJ slsuBJ

PeurrBIJ sreloruoJd'PrP ]soJ ]nq
'rq81er; rnod ot retteru t(uplne11lBoQ

IBuBJ EJo eprr qloous eqr'eurrac-{18

-oJlru ro sse13 ur rpap no,{ ssalun
'099t-06L1 'satatg pa4up aql ul 1119

pur7 aqJ:uouu51 a ,rolslaua7'4ooq

066I slq ul .^&EqS 'E pelou ,,'1EuBn
eq] u,{\op puu dn,'ece1u4 Supeoyg, t
'luoq sncrrc e uer,{uedruoJ snJJIS

s-re8po6 pue Surppdg er{} IEUEO
errg puB TISEqE,11 arl] uo pue 'sluuec

eqt uo seJots{ooq puu's1.ro,ttxe,t
'surnesnLu'selrurqrl SullaAEJl eJe,{\

orer{J,, 'eJour peJeJJo.,(aqr rng
'(poo; raqser; grpar,{1e111

pue) leroq ruelndo ue sE euIJ se aorpd

leels E or de1 -rno,( uo ruo8 pue lcnp
.rno,{.{uuc ot e,teq tq8rur no,{ qcrq,tt

ur [:orruuop Suneog B ruor; pe8uer
sef,rorlr aqJ'lEoq le{ced rq8rr aqr

esoqc no.(;t'tuelndo uaae 'eueres pue
qtoorus sB.t\ IBuBr aqr uo drn y

'doq oSod 8ur-r-re lleluep u otur

PEor aql uI lnr ro >lJoJ ]sellBrus ?ql
peuJnt aprr eSet-rruc eI{J'rueet qJIJ
-eJnuerrr t-(lee,r,ts EJo pue,{ro.tes ssal

eql ol PeIIrrIq puB sJaqJosqB >lJoqs

]noqlr.u Sunrds qceoc e sE,^ . SZ8I
ur elrleuretle Ie^EJr acurlstp -3uo1

eql'repuo.{\ B eJa.& s]EuBf, s(BJIJeruv

'pecelder r(eq] ]eq,rt ot percduro3
,{epot op sleuer sB tul?nb se uees

-rlalil I.11,. :..rrndruor esoql trnluac
Jir-[ ,-]. -.rll\- '(JaulJEc tlol]tzlu

-r:i-i, r -. r-.-.:r>rr ot Surp;ocJt 'II0Z)
s:arr L-. --t, r luuos;ed;o seles leed

aLIl PUf ld I\sl .ql-+o uollcnporlul
ar{r ua. ri:rrl '.rolrOd eql sE elu8s el{l

'sepf r.f. r.r,.L'r s.lrrrll-s_c8I ul PeIrrEf,
os:r,.r -,., silrral ur leed srr PeqJBaJ

'S;SI ul :,rrricluroo '1eue3 elrg aLIl

'aldrurra .loq'a-rtlcads:ed u.repour;o
JalrrrLtr rr s.lrrLll '+eIJq st sleueo;o u8re.t

aqr .rrai,r tq8rul ert ell{-tt pu\
'lo^tJl 'snollnxnl

ua.ra 'alqrrr-rolLLIoJ ]sour 'tse;us eqt 8ut
-sruro:cl prrt: -ilrlucrtcu.ld3o srnurl eqr
Surqsnd -iSolouqoar-e5e slrSo .rauri

-uipaJC er{t sts'{\ lI 'e,ltlttuud sB ltoq
IEuEI aLIr.+o lurqr -{uru e.t q8noga

'prra 8uo;.n eqt ruo{ sleuec tr:8ut
-1oo1 a-r,noi'a-in1ru; uetloSroS-.tron
r a8u ltur:o aLIl replsuor no,( pproq5

H33n HSi $"i lvli$Sl-Si H

'ruoro1,,g le8uE oI{}Jo spro,l\
eqt puE uorErla.r,(rar;'utsruotttloqtl

pue srq8r: S,uerIoA\ lsot{. PoIJJRJ
ieqa'seepr-o8;rec ]uut-todurr e;our
u perJ-rEJ ieqt ptre 'uotleu aql ssorcc

eldoed pue spoo8 pa^ou slBuEJ
'eprs-{rlunoc aql top ]llls Era Ieuur

I
oz
G
z

o
o

z
o
z
n
-
o

F

-
o

o

o
I
o

t

=z

'868t lllun 8Z8L trlolJ pale;edo ll 'es!.ldrolua alent,rd /ellop-uollllLU ls,r!J s,Allunof,
eql se^A-taprv\od 6utlselq pue 'sleulue lJelp'sle^oqs 'sycrd Aluo 6u!sn sree^ aolql ueql ssal u! olnol pelllosun 

^lsnol^old e 6uole pol)nrlsuotr-Ae/vuole/v\ Irol-gOt'olltu-BOt ouf 'IloA /v\aN '(uo1s6ul)) lnopuod le ra^!d uospnH aLll ol sllnM
uelll!A pue atrUneN slueqf,lar! spoo6 A,rp elqdlepellqd Aq pau/v\o saulu erue^llsuuad ulolJ leof, olltelqlue pollodsuell
L{flq/v\'lpue3 uospnH pue oleMelaq ar.ll uo Itrol e 6ur.ro}ue leoq leuef, e s/vlotls AluoH'-l'3 Aq 6ulluled lolof,la}e/v\ 668[ uV

1".

a$ l"*



zai
ol
>q
E;

tr;
oo

ar
X@

6i

horr

spre
like
196(
of tht
that
durir
the I
in 18

the \
Rocht

31,1t

one u
disear

port I
Store
notes
book,
the ca

burni
comfi
day in
smok(

DIGG
Schen
fortun
as ther
noted
ideas fr

slice ol
ber 26.
rode.w'
place s
for to r
Sea to r

mile ar
flowinr
River a

byMik
Cod Cz

It has n
As

SUIVEV€

lachian
ofthe 1

canals c

tial wea
The Bri
his drea
on the I
once An
liament'

War

Enterprising artisans capitalized on the success of the Erie Canal, producing
commemorative merchandise such as this metal token, which bears the inscription
"Union of the Erie with Atlantic." Duncan Phyfe crafted the box from wood taken
from the Sereca Chief, the steamboat on which Governor Dewitt Clinton toured the
canal when it opened in October 1825.

Most locks lifted and lowered boats from one water level to another to bypass
waterfalls, rapids, dams, and other obstacles to navigation, Others, called guard
or inlet locks, helped regulate water coming into a canal. Violette's Lock, built
from local red Seneca sandstone on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, is an
example of the latter. At just over 88 feet lon9, it was too small for a standard 92-
foot C&O canal boat to pass through.

"Other things went alongwith
the revival movement including the
'women's rights movement and the
abolitionist movement," noted Ann
Marie Linnabery of the Niagara
County Historical Society. "The Erie
Canal was the major conduit to move
people and ideas east to west across the
state." God mayhave sent the angel
Moroni toJoseph Smith, but the Mor-
mon leader traveled by canal from his
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"i ; ::-::::-:: :.: soatman,s life is patience,,,
, : : :- :' :-,-t-!'r!,,, Englanderabout hisfirst-hand

:;' : -:: ": -. -; :^ :l-e chesapeake and ohio canal.
-+ .. :- --: ::::--::3 him,"

: --: ::::-:- ii: ,,,orld goes by in slow motion,
! - - :- ::'-:-' :-o fe itself takesasimilarpace.
: -* -i t:,i i:.:::^ cnq-startinq with davbreakan-- -; ::, i i:':::^ cng-starting with daybreak and- - : - :-': ::..:-I ^ gitfall-butonlythe mules

- -:-: --:-: : : .-ty of time and miles for thinking,
i :-::- -; ::-:3a:ing pranks, and scheming to acqi :-::- -; ::-:3a:ing pranks, and scheming to acquire

: : :--:- "":': :-e long-distance truckers of their
" -:- - : : -: :: a:ed. and fiercely independent,
: -- : -;- :-: :: :-a attitudes varied with where you
,' :-{:: :-: /,-: -, :_,,,,orked for. owning your own canal

3 y :., - - 
= 

:^e Doat he could come and go as he
: :::.: ;:: = :::ie. pnce for carrying the coal and when--:'=,\:s : :-;rge he would take in a cargoforany
:: -: : :-3 :r= canal." noted our man onthe c&o canal.
3,: r" -3^ :lre railroad bought that canal, they instituted
': "::: cractices, and the company owned coal boats.
l:': r,as not the utmost concern-boats suffered and,
:':e" mules did too.

-he boat was a self-contained home and business-a
stable built in the bow for a couple of mostly mule teams
(sometimes oxen or workhorses), a cabin in the stern
with beds and a cook stove, and one vast hold amidships
for whatever cargo needed to be somewhere else not
particularly soon. The boat, a source of pride, would always
wear fresh paint and the best repair, and mules were part
of the extended family, kept "sleek fat, and gentle as a
lady's driving pony."

At best, it was a cramped life, but only at night. On the
C&O, boats were about 92 feet long and 14 feet wide, as
big as would fit the locks with inches to spare. The stern
cabin-which served as galley, stateroom, Iiving room,
and den-might measure only 12 by 12 feet. On a family
boat, a hired hand would sleep with the mules in the hay. A
chamber pot served when Nature called.

A family could run a boat-at most, a boat had a crew
of four: steersman, driver (of the mules), cook, and groom
(for the mules). Absent children, a hired man might round
things out. Neither age nor sex governed one's duties-the
wife or child might take the tiller, drive the team, cook, or
curry. Variety helped keep boredom away.

During the day, each did his or her duties in a separate
space with more than enough room for private thoughts
and even loneliness.

"One of the great pleasures of canal boat travel is
[that] you never feel hurried. lf you want to stop and fish,
hunt, sketch, botanize or geologize, all you have to do is to
step ashore and stop as long as you wish and a brisk walk
will bring you to the boat again probably at the next lock,"
noted our anonymous New Englander.

It's a short walk between a laissez-faire life and just
plain lazy. Canalers did not have the best of reputations for
industriousness-or honesty. Our New England boatman
remembers that there were a few "whose perception of the
right of property was very dim," he wrote. "lt is a common
saying that certain persons would not steal anything they
could not carry off, but this did not hold good with the canal
boatmen for they would steal anything they could hitch a
mule to."

There were even canal pirates, noted Ronald E. Shaw
in his 1966 book, Erie Water West: A History of the Erie
Canal 1792-1854. "|n 1854, a captain of a freighter escaped
from an overtaking piratical scow by throwing oats on the
towpath, which the pursuers' horses stopped to eat."

Certainly canals passed through their share of tough
neighborhoods-that was their job. They were the feeders
and breeders of industry, like today's interstates. And
like interstates, they ran vast distances across bucolic
countryside-towns, farms, and wilderness. Riding a canal
boat let you sample all of America at two miles an hour.

Today you can sample America the same way at a
number of still-watered canal sections on boats operated
both privately and by historical societies-everything from
an hour in a horse-drawn replica packet to a week-long
bare-boat charter on the Erie Canal.
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.lr-Thisengravingof anoriginal lineboatontheErieCanalapc-.:'=r - r*-.:= -::.a:ed.byJ,DavidWillianrs,publishedin
1883 in Boston.
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LEARNING PROCESS
,\lthoueh to modern eves canals look
prin-ritir-e, simple ditches filled u.ith
ri-eter, in the eariy 19th Century the1,
pror-ed :t great technical challenge.

"Tlrere \\'ere no engineers, no
school of engineering at that time,
lncl there \\.ere no experts at building
ir Cr1nr1." noted Linnabery.

Even one of the nation's foremost
a rchitects ri'as skeptical-noted Neli.
\brk Gor.ernor De\dritt Clinton in
1822 about an encounter betu.een tl-re

President of the United States and

Joshua Foreman: "When this work
Ithe canal] was firstproposed to Presi-
dentJefferson, in 1809, he pronounced
it impracticable at the presenr rime,
and declared that it was a century too
soon to make the attempt."

Indeed, the projeciwas filled
with challenges. Surveyors had to
determine the best possible course,
one that ran nearly level for miles.
Construction teams had to figure out
how to dig trenches without the walls
collapsing on them. Engineers had to
find ways to cross creeks and rivers
in their path. They had to build res-
ervoirs to keep the canals constantly
and consistently filled.

Builders also had to move boats
through changes in elevation along
the channel. Their solution was the
lock (or series of locks)-a water ele-
vator that step-wise accommodated
changes in the height ofthe terrain.
A canal boat entered a lock chamber
and was then sealed in by a gate.

Using valves, the lock keeper
would raise or lower the water level
inside the chamber-and with it, the
boat-to match the next level. Then

he rrould open the gate to let the boat
out-and, he hoped, let another boat
in goine in the opposite direction. The
size of the locks set the limit for the
largest boats that could use the canal.

America had no canal engineers.
A few men studied, but for canals
designers learned on the job. Work
initially began slovl,ly with locai
u,orkets, primarily farmers hired to
dig through their own fields-which
thev could do only when not farming
and r-hen the ground hadn't frozen-
so they rnade little progress. To speed
things up, the canal company hired
immigrants, mostly Irish, for the job.

The success of the Erie Canal
made other projects seem feasible. The
states of the old Northwest began dig-
gingwith tle benefit of now-skilled
engineers and workmen who had fin-
ished the NewYorkproject-the lon-
gest (mostly) grew in Indiana, r,l,here
the Wabash and Lake Erie connected
the Great Lakes to the Mississippi
(actually a combination of four sepa-
rate canal projects starting in Ohio).

The Illinois and Mississippi Canal
ran from Chicago on Lake Michigan
to the Mississippi along the Illinois
River and kick-started the Wndy CiW
as a transportation hub. Ohio, unwill-
ing to favor one side of the state over
the odreq built two systems to Lake
Erie and to the Ohio River (theMiami

Ev;

Artist James Eights'Agueduct Bridge at Little Fal/s depicts the arched granite
bridge that carried the Erie canal across the Mohawk River at Little Falls. The
bridge, regarded as one of the engineering marvels of the'l9th Century, spanned
a series of cascades and rapids that proved to be some of the most formidable
barriers in the canal's construction.
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LIVE BACK IN TIME

sleeping on rope beds and heing a parr cf living i:isrory, }:athing in
the Potomac, having nc etrectricirr,,, listening to rushing streams or

-animatr s*unCs at L:*drime-ii aii addcri up ro qualirv flarruil,v rirme."
-Heidi Spurling, an overnight guest at Lockhouses 22 & 2g

You can experience the same sense of luxury and serenity
that well-dressed ladies and dapper genilemen enjoyed in
the 180Os-sipping lemonade or playing cards on the top
deck while enjoyed the scenic countryside at a leisurely
pace aboard a canal boat.

Sections of canals that still flow offer mule- or horse_
pulled rides on canal boats-some for a short hour, a
twilight dinner, or an overnight excursion. you can board
canal boats at Sault Ste. Marie in Michigan, through
Indiana, lllinois, and Ohio into pennsylvania. North to south
you can travel along waterways from Vermont to Virginia.
At some sites, you can rent a boat for a week and navigate
it yourself.

On the vast New york State Canal System, which
stretches 524 miles from Buffalo to Albany, you,ll find pleasure
boats, tour boats, and cruise ships, with plenty of places to
stop off for lunch, sightseeing, or spending the night.

The earliest 3O-by-18-foot stone cottages built for
Iockkeepers had walls 22 inches thick on the ground floor,
as in Lockhouse 22.

remain of the 57 that originally ran the length of the 194.5-
mile waterway. Each interprets a different time period in
the canal's history, from the 183Os through the 195Os.

You'll find beds enough to sleep eight upstairs and
seating for eight in the two downstairs rooms, but little
else. The simple furnishings-found mostly at antiques
shops, auctions, and estate sales-are supplemented with
period books, maps, and photos that tell parts of the
canal's story. For instance, Lockhouse 22 educates visitors
about the engineering marvels that enabled boats to
navigate elevation changes along the canal-aqueducts,
lift bridges, incline planes, tunnels, and Iift locks.

Volunteers who act as quartermasters tend to guests,
needs and do basic maintenance at the lockhouses. Rents
go to the C&O Canal Trust, which re-invests the money
into the program. The ultimate goal is to open enough
lockhouses that bikers, hikers, and other visitors can find a
night's lodging every 2O or 30 miles along the canal route.

Lockhouse 22, contracted for in lg2g, stands on the south
side of the C&O Canal near potomac, Maryland.

Along the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, the brainchild
of George Washington, you can take a step further back
in time. lmagine sharing sleeping quarters with the whole
family-and maybe a hired man-in two tiny attic rooms,
always alert for a boat horn summoning you to open the
lock gates so the boat can pass through.

Tens of thousands of visitors have enjoyed living like a
lockkeeper since 2OO9, when the C&O Canal Trust opened
six original lockhouses from Georgetown in Washington.
D.C., to Williamsport, Maryland, for overnight stays.

The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical
Park developed the Canal euarters program in partnership
with the Trust to help preserve these small homes-26
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:eer Robert Mertz photographed trundle
r'i'ashington's Mount Vernon and had them
::e upstairs rooms at Lockhouse 28.
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