A Brief History of the C&O Canal National Historical Park

At the beginning of the 19th century, the land beyond the Appalachians lured
settlers, with visions of wealth, land, freedom and the subtle challenge of
the unknown. With a prophetic resemblance to a modern rush hour, pioneers
jostled each other in the race to where their suns would set. The few trails
heading west became a tangle of humanity, wagons and livestock. Hucksters
were quick to note the need for commerce along the way. The demand for an
economical means of transportation for commercial goods coincided with the
wave of canal building in Europe and found many concerts in the new and grow
ing country. The Erie Canal, begun in 1817 and launched in 1825, had shown
that it was feasible to use waterways as a means of exchanging finished goods
for the untold raw materials of the west.

The C&O Canal was the heir apparent of the Old Potowmack Company, envisioned
by George Washington in 1785. On July 4, 1828, John Quincy Adams broke ground
to initiate development of a waterway to connect with the Ohio River located

across the Allegenies. CoincidentaIly, construction of the Baltimore and Ohio
Railroad began on this day. From these two foundations a bittersweet competi
tion was formed from which there would be only one victor.
Construction of the canal was a slow, expensive undertaking. Building supplies
were scarce, land costs high and since the Potomac Valley was predominantly
agricultural, skilled laborers were almost unknown. Indentured laborers were
brought from Ireland, Germany, Netherlands, England and Wales and brought with
them skills in carpentry, masonry and stone cutting. Miners from Wales were
of inestimable value during construction of the Paw Paw Tunnel.

Life was extremely difficult for immigrants as well as local drifters looking
for work. Living conditions were appalling and the ravages of disease, nature
and prejudice took their toll. On top of these problems, it is doubtful Lf the
workers lost much sleep over the westward-running steel tracks to the north of
them. ■

Canal management was beginning to feel the pressure from the BAG. Land acqui
sition between the two factions grew into a bitter dispute. The narrow gorge
at Point of Rocks became the focal point for the contention.

There was room

for only one right of way. After four years of litigation, the case was set
tled in favor of the canal. Financial crises further delayed the completion
of the canal with the final stage to Cumberland completed in 1650, eight years
after the railroad reached that point. The speed and economy of railroad made
it clear to the C&O Canal officials that they should drop plans to extend the
canal to Pittsburgh.

The company had spent $22 million to build 297 kilometers (184.5 miles) of
canal consisting of 74 lift locks which raised it from sea level at Georgetown

to 184 meters (605 feet) at Cumberland, 11 stone aqueducts which carried the
canal over major Potomac tributaries, seven dams to supply water for the canal,
a number of waste weirs to control the water level, hundreds of culverts to
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