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PREFACE 

This brief account represents the first of a series of 
historical pamphlets prepared by the Connecticut WPA 
Writers' Project in behalf of the State Department of 
Education for use in our schools. 

In these days when Americans everywhere are 
becoming increasingly concerned with good citizenship, 
we must not forget that one essential is a knowledge 
of our hjstory. 

Every young citizen, whether of Connecticut 
.antecedents or not, comes into a common inheritance. 
Those who are aware of the debt they owe their sources 
are better able to take their places not only ~s ardent 
patriots, but, what is more, as intelligent citizens. 

· The story of the Farmington Canal is very much 
a case in point. Here was an example of ingenuity 
and perseverance, which, however, unrewarded by 
final success, is typical of New England energy and 
thoroughness. These qualities should continue to be 
useful to our young people as they face the enterprises 
of the future. 
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THE FARMINGTON CANAL 

BoATs AcRoss NEw ENGLAND HILLS 

In the first quarter of the nineteenth century the Connecticut 
River was the chief route for shipping products of inland Connecticut 
farms and small factories to outside markets, and for bringing in 
foreign and coastwise goods. To the wharves at the river ports 
long lines of ox carts lumbered over turnpikes and through rough 
woods trails, to unload country produce and to carry back supplies 
for farms and general stores. This shipping trade stimulated business 
and brought wealth to the river towns. Middletown had become 
the richest town in the state and Hartford business was thriving as 
a result of the large volume of goods transferred there between the 
upriver flatboats and deepsea sailing vessels. 

New Haven on Long Island Sound and far from a navigable 
stream had many vessels sailing to the West Indies and wished for 
some way to secure a part of the trade in inland produce. To be 
sure there were turnpikes, and stagecoaches traveled three times 
each week between New Haven and Hartford, via Cheshire and 
Farmington, but the roads were deep with ruts and sand; bulky loads 
could not be shipped by coach, and only a few passengers could be 
carried. When the wonderful new steamboat Robert Fulton began 
to run on regular schedule between New Haven and New York in 
1815, business men realized that if New Haven had some easy means 
of transportation connecting it with inland towns, profits from 
shipping would be greatly increased. The idea of digging a canal 
was suggested. 

Canals are one of the oldest forms of inland transportation. 
Egyptians, Babylonians, early Chinese, Greeks, and Romans all 
built canals. Canal locks, which can be flooded to raise a vessel to 
a higher level, were probably first used in China and were in use 
in Italy before 1500. In America, in the last of the eighteenth 
century and the beginning of the nineteenth, three large canals 
were built, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, the initial link of the 
Pennsylvania System of Canals, and the Erie Canal. Numerous 
smaller canals had been constructed in other sections of the country 
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and promoters and engineers were anticipating that a network of 
connecting inland waterways would provide satisfactory transporta­
tion for inland commerce. Though the steamboat and railway 
locomotive had both been invented, neither had yet been put to 
general service and both were regarded as rather impractical contrap­
tions. Canal boats would not provide speedy transportation for 
they were pulled by horses which walked on towpaths beside the 
canal, but in the early 1800's time was not considered as important 
as it is today, and canal boats did have, at least two advantages 
over oxcarts and horse-drawn wagons. A boat could carry a much 
larger load than a wagon, and it did not have to be pulled up hill. 
The idea of a canal boat floating easily along on a water-level route, 
unhampered by the mud, ruts, and "thank-you-marms" of turn­
pikes, appealed to shippers and travelers alike. 

Enthusiastic news of the progress being made on the Erie 
Canal was received from New York in 1822 when 260 miles of that 
new waterway, which was to connect the Hudson River with the 
Great Lakes, were ready for use. Connecticut promoters pointed 
out the advantages to be gained by constructing a canal system 
that would connect with the Erie Canal, and _dreamed of a waterway 
that would reach from Long Island Sound to the St. Lawrence River 
by way of Lake Memphremagog. 

Many plans were made but the only long canal ever dug in 
Connecticut was the Farmington Canal which connected New Haven 
with the Connecticut River just above Northampton, Massachusetts. 
Several others were planned, but aside from harbor canals only one 
other short waterway was cmnpleted-the Enfield · Canal around 
Enfield Rapids in the Connecticut River. The first section of the 
Farmington Canal, from :Farmington to New Haven, was opened 
in 1828, three years after the completion of the Erie Canal. In 
July 1835, the Farmington Canal was opened to the Connecticut 
River at Northampton, and operated until 1848. 

This canal was part of the plan to provide a water route between 
the St. Lawrence River and Long Island Sound. Plans were also . 
made to connect it with a proposed canal between Boston and Albany, 
thus opening passage to the Hudson River and thence to the Erie 
Canal and the Great Lakes. Of that whole ambitious plan only the 
Farmington Canal, covering 80 miles from New Haven to the Con­
necticut River, in Massachusetts, was ever completed. Fifty-six of 
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those miles, from New Haven to the Connecticut~Massachusetts 
boundary, were in Connecticut; to that portion of the canal this 
account is mainly confined. 

During the twenty years of its activity, this canal was operated 
by several different companies. From 1822, the year it received 
its charter, until the reorganization in 1836, the company operating 
in the Connecticut section was legally known as "The President, 
Directors and Company of the Farmington Canal." The extension 
in Massachusetts (to the Connecticut River above Northampton) 
was originally owned by the Hampshire and Hampden Canal Com­
pany which began business as an independent concern. The two 
companies were combined in 1836 as "The New Haven and 
Northampton Company." This organization was in charge until the 
canal ceased to operate in 1848. Although many towns along the 
route expected to profit from the trade stimulated by this waterway, 
New Haven interests were the chief investors and were in charge 
of the project throughout its twenty years of activity. 

Preliminary Plans and Organization 

Preliminary meetings were held in 1821 by New Haven enthus­
iasts who discussed plans for raising the necessary capital and for 
arousing public interest and approval. On December 10, 1821, a 
group of New Haven citizens met at the County Hotel. With 
flowery oratory they inspired each other's zeal for actively promoting 
the canal, and decided to attract the interest of upstate residents 
by inviting representatives from towns along the route of the pro~ 
posed canal to attend a meeting in Farmington on January 29, 1822. 
Seventeen towns which expected to benefit by the waterway were 
represented at the Farmington meeting, and decided to engage 
Benjamin Wright, then chief engineer of the Erie Canal and a native 
of Connecticut, to make a survey. The sum of $1000 was pledged 
for expenses. Wright went over the ground and reported that the 
possibilities were most favorable for an efficient waterway. As a 
result of his report, a petition for a charter was presented to the 
General Assembly at Hartford ·on April 15, 1822, and on May 
30, The Farmington Canal Company was granted a charter which 
exempted it from taxation for a period of twenty-one years after 
the completion of the canal. To protect the interests of the public, 
the State appointed a commission to regulate the activities of the 
Canal Company. The purpose of this commission was similar to 
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that of the present-day Public Utilities Commission but the powers 
of the canal commission were much broader. The first commissioners 
were Simeon Baldwin, chairman, George Cowles, Isaac Mills, Roger 
Mills, William Mosely and Jonathan Pettibone, Jr. On July 8, 
the commissioners voted to make an investigation preliminary to 
a survey of the route but no other steps toward actually building 
the canal were taken for nearly a year. One cause of the delay 
may have been due to the fact that the Hampshire and Hampden 
Canal Company, which was to construct the Massachusetts extension 
of the canal, did not secure its charter until February 4, 18~3. 

Subscription books were opened by the commissioners on July 
15, 1823. The company was organized and a board of twenty-one 
directors was elected on July 31. Joel Root was elected president, 
George Hoadley, treasurer, and William W. Boardman, secretary. 
The engineer, Judge Benjamin Wright and his son, Henry, were 
chosen to survey the exact course of the canal and to estimate the 
cost of the project. Judge Wright estimated that the cost would 
be $4~0,698.88, exclusive of land damages and the proposed branch 
to New Hartford. 

Subscriptions did not come in as readily as the founders of the 
company had anticipated. By the spring of 1824 it was evident 
that the direct sale of stock to the public would not provide sufficient 
funds to finance the project. Whatever the people of the state 
thought of the general idea of the canal they were not eager to trade 
their money for unprotected certificates on a rather uncertain 
engineering venture. 

In order to increase the subscriptions and to encourage 
public confidence in the undertaking, the directors of the canal 
company organized the Mechanics Bank of New Haven with a 
capital of $500,000. The bank's charter was granted on condition 
that it subscribed a total of $~00,000 to the stock of the Canal 
Company. The charter also exempted the bank from taxation until 
the $~00,000 had been repaid. As that sum never was repaid, the 
bank continued to operate tax-free, until 193~, and though it became 
one of the principal banks in New Haven never applied for a new 
charter with increased capitalization. In 193~ the bank failed. The 
organization of this bank was simply a roundabout way of financing 
the canal. The scheme was so successful that by April ~~' 18~5 
sufficient funds were available for the stockholders to vote that 
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actual construction begin. Later on, two other banks were granted 
charters with the proviso that they subscribe to stock in the canal 
company, the City Bank of New Haven in 1831, and the New Haven 
County Bank in 1834. 

Construction Begun 
At the 1neeting on . April 22, 1825, James Hillhouse, who had 

served the State for n1any years as United States Senator and who 
was distinguished for his expert management of the Connecticut 
Western Reserve School Fund, was elected superintendent of the 
canal. Davis Hurd was employed as chief engineer and Henry 
Farnam as assistant engineer. Three years later Hurd was succeeded 
by Farnam who re1nained as chief engineer until the canal was 
abandoned. Farnam's ability and energy were largely responsible 
for the- successful operation of the canal during its best years. It 
was he who planned the n1any reconstructions after floods, n1ade 
improvements In locks, kept the water flowing and the canal in 
operation. 

On July 4, 1825, at the Massachusetts-Connecticut line, 
Governor Oliver Wolcott turned the first spadeful of earth, and broke 
the spade. Later, when the canal company went into bankruptcy, 
people nodded their heads knowingly and recalled the "evil omen." 
At the time, no one paid much attention to the incident for never 
before in New England had a construction project been started 
with more pageantry and show, or with 1nore optimistic hopes. Abo'ut 
3500 people from many parts of Connecticut and Massachusetts 
attended the ceremony. A great parade two miles long n1arched 
from Granby to the state line and then back again to Granby, where 
a banquet was held under a "bouerie" on the Green. Conspicuous 
in the parade was a canal boat on wheels which Captain George 
Rowland drove all the ·way from New Haven. A streamer across 
the stern was marked "Farn1ington Canal," and the sides were 
boldly painted "For Southwick and Memphremagog." 

Flow the Canal Was Built 
Digging a ditch fifty-six miles long was no simple task back in 

the year 1825. Today steam shovels, dynamite, and tractors plow 
through 1nountains of rock with comparatively little trouble. The 
principal tools at the time the Farmington Canal was dug were the 
pick, shovel and wheelbarrow. Irish laborers furnished the man­
power for the removal of the dirt by hand. Scoops drawn by horses 
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and oxen followed the plow teams which loosened the earth, and 
many two-wheeled dump carts carried the fill to the edge of the 
excavation. The ditch had to be ~0 feet wide at the bottom, 34 
to 36 feet wide at the top, and 4 feet deep. A tow path 10 feet wide, 
and a berm bank on the opposite side, to be not less than ~ feet 
nor more than 5, above the surface of the water, were to run the 
entire length of the canal. 

Streams at the sides of the canal were dammed and the waters 
diverted into the ditch, bridges were constructed to carry roads 
over the canal, and wherever the level varied up or down hill, great 
locks were built to equalize the levels and "help the canal boats 
uphill." The lock houses, bridges, and culverts, the relay stations, 
and taverns along the edge of the canal accounted for an additional 
amount of construction. During this building era', business in the 
entire state boomed. 

By 18~8, the channel had been completed from New !-Iaven to 
Farmington. On June ~0, the first canal boat, The james Hill­
house was launched at Farmington. Bells rang, bands played stirring 
airs, cannon boomed, and about ~00 ladies and gentlemen participated 
in a celebration that attracted statewide attention. Drawn by 
dapple-gray horses ridden by colored boys in white uniforms, the 
james Hillhouse floated proudly down the stream. The Farmington 
Canal was actually in use. A contemporary account described that 
first canal boat: 

Of all the boats that have battled with the raging tide of 
the old canal not one has so wide and famous a reputation 
for passenger comforts and prompt movements as the 
staunch old james Hillhouse and her genial captain. Not 
one has so nicely fitted up cabins as the gentlemen's cabin 
aft and the ladies' cabin forward as she had, and not one 
captain on the surging seas of the canal had such a ringing, 
convincing voice, when he shouted, "Bridge! Bridge!" as 
Captain Dickinson; and above all things else not one of 
of them set so good a table, and yet some of those old 
canalers could make savory dishes out of Cape Cod turkey 
and eloquent beans and juicy pork. 

By July ~9, 1835 construction was completed to the Connecticut 
River at Northampton. 
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P1·oblem of Construction 

Among Lh n1any difficultie of con tru tion-the cav1nr1 of 
bank , wa bout by flo d before work wa completed, and the 
dan()' rou nece ity of bla ting through rock with black powder, 
which wa hard to control- th m t acute probl m wa leakage 
and epag . En()'ine r rack d their brain to find a way to make 
the canal hold water. 

In n1ost of th Conn cticut area Lhrough which the canal was 
dug, th oil wa a andy loam om what porou and p orly uited 
to the con truction of mbankn1ent to hold wat r. When the 
company' fund ran low atte1npt to av money on the con truction 
of etnbankment and pill way proved poor economy. After the 
canal wa opened th wat r eeped away or ran off, leaving the 
canal drv. 

" 

REAT ALliO BROOK ARcH AT GRA mY Ju T OUTH OF RAILwAY STATIO 

Th lar()' t upply of wat r for the canal wa obtained by 
on tructing a dam at Unionville on the Farmington River.• feeder 

chann l wa th n duO' fro1n Lh dam to the canal. Wh n wat r wa 
fir l t into the anal from th Unionville fe der the andy oil 
ab orb d o much water that th canal r mained practi ally dry 
only a f w yard fron1 the feeder re ervoir. Men with axes enlarged 
the hole and the ru hin()' waters ev ntually filled the ditch. Further 
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north n ar ih tate lin , water wa , fir. t oblain d fr 1n Lhe ono·a­
mond P nd and later fr m Saln on Br ol·. t ... Tew JJayen 
in th la L lock at the town lin wa ·o O'reat LhaL f ur m nih 
b for a olution to th probl 111 ould b f und. 

The principal difficulty in maintainino· r gular Lraffic after th 
canal had be n cmnpl ted came fron1 Y r fl d whi h au d 
many thou and of dollar damao·e on \'eral occa ion. . Ic oft n 
bl k d ih canal in wint r and a drought in ih un1n1er of 1843 
topp d traffic fr 111 the middle f June to th la t of epLe1nber. 

THE GnE.\T FrLL OvEH 1 EX-~ULE BnooK AT l\IrLLDALE. IIEm~ IF; 'VHERE A 

FARMER CcT TIIE BA K To FLo o Ilr. r J~rarmon' LA~D. J T o THWE 'T 

OF TTIE JXTERSE TIO :r OJ<' THE liE TIIRE-SO ' Till ' GTO :r RoAD WITII Til E 

::\'fElUDE :r_'VATERB 'R JirGIIWXY. 

Then, Loo th anal wa noL free fron1 planned eli a t r . l)r p­
rty \Yn r alonO' th way were unfriendl . In many ca es Lh 
mnpany had ·ur d the right-of-way ihrmwh condcm.nation with­

out pa rment of th pric wn r · hoped t r eive. Law uiL · wer 
brought for laman·e , ut n t all of Lh landowner r ~ rl d t Lhc 
law. ome of then1 blo k cl off tributary ·Lremn u ed a a waLer­
upply for the anal, 0111 of then1 dug away th ~ embankm nt. 

One re ident of he hir wh had a grudge aO'ain t a prop rty own r 
to the outh 1nad a brcal- in the fill at 1\lilldal and p n d the 
way for a de truetive fre het that rushed clown Ten Mile River 
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valley and inundat d the farn1 of hi ncmy. Re ulting damage 
to the farn1 .r and the canal company amounted to veral thousand 
dollar . 

Locks, Aqueducts Cul?:ert. , Bn'dges 

Probably th 1nost intere tina· feature of th canal fron1 a 
pe ·tator' a w ll a an engin ering p int of view, w re the locks 

and the aqueduct by which th canal wa carried over other tream . 

Betw en tid water at ew llav n and the onn cLicut River 
above Northampton, Ma a hu t , 60 lock had to b built. 
Northan1pton was only 97 fe thigh r than N w llav n, but grade 
between the two point made iL n ce ary to build lock that would 
lift the boat over ri and lower them on de cents. A north ound 

Lo K 0 r CA L 

boat had to be lift d a total of 310 feet and lower d 213 feet. Twenty­
one of th lock wer nee ary in th tv\· nty 1nile betwe n New 
Haven and outhington to r a h a level of 182Y2 f t. N rth f 
Southington, Lhrotwh Plainville, Farmington and von, the route 
followed th" Farn1ington valley, a long tretch of ahnost level land 
wher lock "\Y re not nece ary. Fron1 Granby to the state line 
6 lock lifted th anal 373t2 feet to th l v l of Cono·anwnd Pond , 
where a fioaLing to'\Ypath 700 feet long wa built. Thi planked 
path, anchored aero the w t ide .of Lh pond , once broke or 
wa cut loo e and drifted away. Entering Ma achu ctt , 6 lock 
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THE FARMINGTON CANAL 

·The accompanying map 

shows the actual path of the 

Farmington Canal and that 

of the proposed canal to New 

H a rtf or d. Note that the 

n1ajority of the locks are 

situated between New Haven 

(six in the city itself) and 

Southington, with the route 

level to Granby, where six 

locks lift the canal to the 

level of Congamond Ponds. 

Three piers of the aqueduc,t 

across the Farmington River 

still stand. (illus. page 17). 
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were required to lower the canal 79 feet to vVestfield; 9 more were 
necessary north of the Westfield River to carry the canal over the 
Timber Swamp Summit. Then the descent of 86 feet toNorthampton 
required 9 more locks, and another drop of 48 feet to the Connecticut 
River made 5 locks necessary. The locks were originally built of 
stone, without mortar, and lined with wood, to save expense. When 
the wood rotted away costly repairs were necessary. Two gates 
at the end of each lock were hinged into the masonry. These gates 
were opened by men who pushed the long wooden sweeps, or levers, 
that were bolted across the tops of the gates and extended out over 
the embankment. 

Some of the later locks that were constructed of masonry 
proved to .be very durable and a few may be seen today in fairly 
good condition. Lock number twelve near Brooksvale is well worth 
inspection. Any of the four locks in the Enfield Canal, which is 
still in operation, will give a general idea of the locks used in the 
Farmington Canal. 

Two lock keepers, who lived in smalllockhouses, were stationed 
at each lift, or group of lifts. The number of locks two men could 
attend depended upon how close together the locks were. At Granby 
two men tended the six locks. In addition to their job of opening 
and closing the lock gates and letting the water in and out, the men 
also collected tolls, passed upon the type of boat that could use the 
canal, and patrolled the waterway on the lookout for leaks or damage 
of any kind. 

The aqueducts which carried the canal over rivers were among 
the engineering achievements of their day. Piers of cut stone sup­
ported a huge wooden trough, which carried the canal water, as 
well as a towpath for the horses. The two longest aqueducts were 
one crossing the Farmington River north of Farmington, and one 
over the Westfield River at ·.Westfield, Massachusetts. Three of 
the 35 foot stone piers of the Farmington aqueduct are still standing. 

Many stone culverts were built to carry the canal over small 
streams. Wooden bridges, with an arch high enough to allow boats 
to pass under, were built at points where the canal crossed roads. 
Drawbridges, raised by a crank and cog wheel, were also used. 

Connecticut Cement Used 

To the Farmington Canal goes the distinction of having been 
the second canal in the United States to .use natural rock cement, 
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di ·co'i· red and pr ·c ·ed in thi · country. Th cen1 nt u d wa 
made fron1 blue liine ·ionc di ·coY red bv An on ~Ierrin1an on th 

v 

Gad Andrew farn1 in ~oulhington about 1 23. Ilad thi water­
proof m ni be n originally u · d wh re n cded thr uo·hout th canal 
nmch tr ublc would ha'i' b en avoided. J\f rrin1an t up kiln 
for baking th rocl· an a 1uill for grinding the ce1nent. A th 
quarry wa clo. by the canal, th c 111 ni was ev ntually u ed in 
mu h of th ma onry work of the culvert· aqueduct and lock . 
Later con ·idcrable c ment "'Ya manufactur d at Southington and 
tran port d do' n the canal to Xew Hav nand other port . 

THREE ORTHERLY PIER. OF THE AQUEDU T OVER FAR\IINGTO RIVER J T 

1 ORTJJ F FARl\IINGTO o Ro TE 10. AQUEDUCT IlAn 7 P , E err 40 
FEET Lo G, 30 FEET ABOVE TIIE RIVEl". 

The onlv olh r natural 111 nt rock previou ly found in th United 
tate· wa in .~. cw York taLe and \Ya fir t u d in the building 

of Lh Eric anal. 

Boat 

The I~armincrl n Canal wa tri ·Lly a barge anal, a conlmodat­
inrr only ·n1a1l, hor -drawn boat canying no n1or than twenty 
t twenty-fiv ton . Th hor e. w r hitch d tand 111 two r three 
a the load r quir rl and w r hang d about ev ry t n 1nil . Th 
boat and hor e w re privat ly wned. Driver operated tnuch a 
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livery table do today; th y n1ad ao·t· em nt with differ nt boat 
owner i.o haul barge ,,. r a pecified di tanc 
owned th ir own anal boat . Th revcnu of the canal company 
wa. ol ly fron1 lolL charo·ed for the u e of the waterway. Although 
t arnboat w 1· beinO' u d n riv r.s and oa tal wat 1" th y w re 

not favor d { r canal u a the\ churn d up a backwa ·h th, rnight 
dan1aO'e Lh ·anal bank . Ilo\v ver, th director f th canal 

ompany did Yote on l\larch 1 , 1 35 to en ourag th u e of 
tca1n pow r " a. a moving power on lhe anal "by grantino· pa age 

for one y ar fr f' of toll · to the fir t t am pack t wl ich ran daily 
at a pc d of nol lc than eight mil p r h ur with ut injury to th 

banl- · of Lhc anal. ..." Apparently no ·t atnboat cmnpany ever 
took advantag of thi off r but B njamin Dutton B cher of h hir 
did build a screw-propelled boat and n1ad a few trip b twe n 
Beachporl and Milldal . On on trip the m chani n1 broke do\ n 
and the o·ue t had to walk home. Beech r later uilt a imilar 
boat which operat d on Lhc Eri anal. 

Th r w of th averao·e anal boat includ i thr men: th 
te r ·n1an, the bow man, and th driY r. Th bow man u ually 

\vi lded a boaL hook to fend th bow l ar of the hore, wh n n cessary. 
For horl local trip , mall flaL-boLLom d cov;;- , which w re poled 
with lonO' w ep rath r than hauled by hor , were u d. 

A , th Canal lock · w r only aboul 12 feet wid , and 74 f t 
lono·, only one baro· at a Lim could pa through a lock. Traffic 
rul were adopted which o·av th right of "ay Lo any h at going 
owal'd tide wal r, or L a craft within 100 yard · of a lock on th 
an1 l vel. Wider ha. in , wcr provided to acconunodate craft 

"·ailing to enter Lhc locks. 

A Hundred Y ear Ago 

A hundr d y ar ago, o·ay packet oat atTylng pa nger and 
freight n1ad Lh trip frotn ... ew llav n to orthampton in a litLl 
ov r a day. At nu1nerou , point al ng the rout th y topp d to 
chang hor e and to allow pa , ·engcr to ecur m als at Lhe n1any 
thriving ho Lelri · alonO' lh ban ? . At Eannington a thr - tory 
bri ·k inn (now u ed a · part f the Port r chool) wa built to a cmu­
nlodale th traveler . A ride on the canal wa an "V nt cag rly 
anticipat d by almo ' L vcryon in th tale. Th 1ninut · pent 
in clearing any one of the lock wa a thrillino· pectacl . Picni 
partie embarked on canal boat f r excur ion into Lhc b autiful 
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countryside, rural people traveled on the canal to do their shopping 
in town and see the sights, and farmer boys sometimes begged 
rides, or dropped onto the broad boats from one of the several bridges, 
when the captain's back was turned. 

People went to church or to 
town meeting by canal, and fam­
ilies from miles around looked 
forward all the week to a drive 
to the canal on Sunday after­
noon to see the boats go by. The 
citizens of inland Farmington 
proudly advertised their town 
as "The Port of Farmington," 
and s1nall boys who flocked to 
the wharves along the route saw 
apples, berries, butter, eggs, 
cider, cider-brandy, cheese, poul­
try, lime, corn, oats, beef and 
pork, piled high awaiting ship­
ment to New Haven. On incom­
ing boats were dry goods, wine, 
coffee, molasses, crackers, oy­
sters, crockery, fish, glass, nails , 
hardware, farn1 implements, rice, 
salt, sugar, tea, spices, wool, 
hides, leather, dyestuffs and 
groceries. 

Excursions, especially on 
holidays such as the Fourth of 
July, attracted 1nany merry­
makers to a trip on the canal. 
Posters proclaimed, "The Canal 
Boat De Witt Clinton will start 
from the Market for Beach 
Port on Saturday morning (in­
stead of Friday n1orning, as 
advertised) at 6 o'clock, and 
return at sunset. Passage to and 
from, 50 cts. Passengers to find 
water; that can be had at the bar. 

NEW HAVEN AND NORTHA 
DAIL·v 

~AIALBOAT .......... 


NM~. 

f8ii!~7~~~i~~•:,:.~~·l!~~~? :~: :l:i·\;•,;~;~~·~~~~~~t:;~tt~1~~~ :~: ~~j
!~U.I(:t:t.;$, <#\.~, -1~1 $tJ\.id~ ~~r."~~N+ X•·w \ ·ot>k, ~·r or tlio! '~ ~~)>.;. r'llli•t l~ 

JOSEJ''U L li. f.\(; ~:&.Jn·~ <Au~rul A~tt<n-t 

TRAVE L ADVERTISEMEN T OF THE 

EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY 

themselves, except with cold 
New Haven, July ~nd." 
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Handbills and posters used to advertise the canal have been 
collected by museums and individuals. Pictures of canal boats 
floating over the aqueduct at Farmington were very popular in 
those advertise1nents. Posters frequently illustrated the spacious 
comfort of a canal boat as contrasted with a stagecoach or a railroad 
train, which were sketched in the background enveloped in dust 
and smoke. 

Industries grew up close to the big ditch. Warehouses and 
factories were built close by the canal wharves. Some towns, such 
as Plainville, built great basins where canal boats could load and 
unload. In New Haven, a basin was built at the head of Long 
Wharf to serve as a terminal where canal shipments were transferred 
to coastal schooners. 

But farmers along the right of way continued to complain. Some 
farms had been cut in two by the canal. True, the company had 
built bridges to connect with the isolated fields but farmers 'were 
disgruntled because the slant of the bridge timbers was so sharp 
that hayloads tipped while crossing. Some property owners com­
plained about the seepage of water from the canal, which turned 
their meadows into swamps, and others objected to the canal's 
use of the flow from brooks and springs which formerly provided 
water for stock. 

Uppermost in investors' minds was the question, Will it pay? 
When one farmer-investor dared to ask when dividends might be 
expected, he was told to cut the hay along the .canal banks as his 
compensation. · He did so gladly and is said to have been the only 
collector of a return on the investment. 

On December 20, 1828, New Haven newspapers gleefully 
replied to the query, "Will there be anything to transport on the 
canal?" with a published list of goods and merchandise moved 
over the route during the pr~vious few weeks: 

375 cords wood 1000 bu. grain 447 bdles. shooks 
500 bbls. cider 5 tons plaster 160 tons groceries 
800 bushels salt 300 hides 31 hhds. corn meal 
100 M. Ft. pine ,72T. grindstones 8 hhds. rum 
i01 M. shingles 47 hhds. molasses 113 bushels oysters 

5 tons coal 2 tons dyestuffs 

During 1836, 1837, 1838, and 1839 the company was forced to 
expend nearly $150,000 for repairs, a sum greater than its total 
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revenu for the arne period. Following the flood f I 43, all the 
fall bu in wa 1 t to th riv r boaL whic~ ailed by way of Hart­
ford, but 1844 wa a bann r y ar for th anal. Traffic actually 
paid ordinary xpen e and ther wa not a ingle day's delay. A 
tabl of good hipp d in Lhat j ear, publi h d bv the company, 
how that a t tal f 30,996 02 lb . w r tran ported up tr am, 

and 18,728 711 lb . w r floated down ti·eam. Bu in was good 
until October 7 1845 when br ach in the bank at Ten Mil 
Run mad it n ce ary to u. p nd op ra ion b cau e f th failure 
of the water upply. Damag r quir d an xpenditure of $7000. 

CA AL 'VITrr RAILRO D • TowPATII ONE MrLE OUTII OF CuE HmE 

By ov tnber 1 th canal wa p n aO'ain but th public wa 
alr ady talking about the advantag to b gain d . by building a 
railroad along th arne rout . Profe or Al xander . TwininO' 
mad a urvey in that y ar and ugg ted thaL a railr ad be built 
along the towpath. l-Ie beli v d that it wa po ibl to operate both 
a railroad and the canal at lh am lime. ccordino· to hi plan , 
a uilabl paLh w uld b O'rad d b tw n th rail for th towing 
t am that driv r and I ·omotiv ould operate on a hedule 
which would enable th n<Yin to pa th hor with ut confu ion 
or colli ion. th r p opl coffed at thi idea. IIadn t the fan1ou · 
Prof or illiman r · ntly d mon trat d th in1po ibility of 
effi i ncy by r~il? Only Lh oLh r day on of tho n wfano·led 
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trains was delayed for hours because a spike in the end of a rail had 
come loose. Under the hot sun, the rail had curled up; imagine 
the danger, had it not been discovered in time! Nothing like that 
could happen on a canal. 

In 1847, the proposed railroad secured a charter, and work on 
construction of the roadbed was commenced in January 1847. The 
road was completed to Plainville in January 1848. The canal was 
doomed. Though the total loss of the two old canal companies and 
the last one had mounted to $1,377,156.54 the traffic had yielded 
but $75,000 a year under the best conditions. Before the close of 
18.48 the last of the canal boats had docked for the last time. The 
tow-path horses went back to tilling land, some of the taverns along 
the right of way became dwelling houses, and the basins in the 
terminal towns were filled in and sold for building lots. In New 
Haven, the basin at the end of the canal became the site of the 
railway roundhouse, where locomotives were coaled, oiled and 
repaired on the very spot where the Lady Lightfoot, Hero and Gold 
Hunter, once swung at their hawsers as they received a load fron1 
a West Indies vessel docked at Long Wharf. Farmers dammed up 
portions of the canal for duck ponds. Country boys built rafts and 
fished for pickerel that lurked beneath the lily pads; Johnny Muskrat 
built his tepee of bull rushes. No more did Connecticut experiment 
with canals for the transportation of goods. 

Personalities 

Many persons prominent in Connecticut and national affairs, 
political, financial and industrial, were active in promoting and 
carrying on the business of the canal. One of the most important 
was the Honorable James Hillhouse. As a leading citizen of New 
Haven, the sponsor-city for the canal venture, Mr. Hillhouse aided 
the struggling enterprise from its beginning. Before he went to 
Washington as United States Senator, he had had considerable 
influence in the State legislature; his experience there, coupled with 
his genius for diplomacy, steered legislative action on canal plans 
through the excited controversy that first greeted the proposal. 
Intense rivalry between Hartford and New Haven had existed since 
the early days of the settlements. When the Farmington Canal 
was proposed, the Hartford "Riverites" immediately realized that 
its purpose was to divert some of their business to ~ew Haven, and 
opposed the construction of the waterway. Mockingly, they 
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suggested that the canal's real purpose was to pour clean, up-state 
water into the muddy flats of the shallow New Haven harbor. To 
avoid as 1nuch as possible the opposition of the "Riverites", when 
the legislature was to be approached for favors Hillhouse prudently 
waited until the Assembly was sitting in New Haven where it would 
be less inclined to oppose the "Canalers." 

In the spring of 18!'l5 when the canal company was encountering 
many difficulties in getting started, Hillhouse was elected president 
of the company and appointed superintendent. He directed its 
affairs through several sessions of the General Assembly until his 
death in 183!'l and was responsible for much of the canal's initial 
success. 

Joseph E. Sheffield, who gave to Yale the Sheffield Scientific 
School and endowments amounting to a million dollars, was another 
New Haven resident who almost succeeded in making the canal a 
success. Sheffield had inherited great wealth from his father and 
grandfather, shipowners of Southport, and in 1840 made his initial 
investment in the canal. In 1841 he increased his investment and 
was elected director. 

Sheffield was a man of unusual energy and determination; his 
ability and resourcefulness were prime factors in keeping the canal 
in operation after the floods of 1840. In 1843 he was elected president; 
through his efficient management, traffic and tonnage were materially 
increased and the company's debt reached its lowest point. Sheffield 
realized that easy and economical transportation to the upper 
Connecticut Valley by way of the canal could be established and 
he firmly believed that the canal could be made to pay. To keep 
the company solvent, he bought large blocks of shares at a time 
when stock values were rapidly falling because of the public's lack 
of confidence; when funds were not available to pay workmen to 
repair the canal, he personally guaranteed their wages. Through 
his efforts the canal's service was extended and its efficiency increased. 
He succeeded in 1844 in promoting the canal's most successful season, 
but resigned the same year. Two years later, he repurchased control, 
was again elected president, and made one more attempt to save 
the investors' n1oney. Under his direction, the Connecticut Assembly 
was petitioned for the right to build a railroad along the route of 
the canal, and in 1847 and 1850 Sheffield was active in building the 
Farmington Canal Railroad which eventually replaced the waterway. 
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'Vith Jo cph Farnam, heffield later fini h d th Michigan Railroad, 
the fir t to ntcr hicago from the a t, and later con trucLed the 
Chicago and Rock I land Railroad leading we t from _Chicago. 

The p r i t nee kill and en ro·y of Henry Farna1n, a si tant 
ngineer of th Farmington Canal in 1825, and chief engineer from 

1828 until the canal wa abandon d, w re largely re pon ible for 
the a tual con truction 
of Lhe canal and it 
maintenance. Recon­
truction methods 

which he d vi ed, a 
well as in1provements 
in the lock , kept the 
channel navigable un­
der trying circum. tan­
ce and facilitated re­
pair work in tim of 
flood and wa hout . 

Although Farnam 
wa reluctant to aban­
don the canal project 
v n when it owners 

were unwilling to sup­
port it with further in­
v stment , h wa not 
low to recogniz that 

a railroad u ing the 
an1 rout would have 

a great r han e to suc­
c d. It wa h \Vho 

ngag d Profcs or 
Twining to make the 
UIT y forth railroad, 

CANAL P AGE TrrRouan and pointed out that 
U ED BY RAILROAD TO con truction of the 

canal had already provid I a ection of the)oadbed. 

In addition to workiuo· with heffield in th vVe t, after the 
canal '"a abandoned, Farnam in tlw 1850' built the Rock I land 
Bridge b tween Rock I land, Illinoi and Davenport, Iowa, the 
fir t bridge aero the Mi i ippi River. 
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Among ~he many other interesting and famous 1nen who were 
connected with the canal in one way or another, was Captain James 
Goodrich, who succeeded James Hillhouse as president, and who 
was known as "the fixer." Goodrich was a handson1e diplomat 
who often succeeded in pacifying irate farmers, disgruntled stock­
holders and other citizens who regarded the canal as more or less 
of a public nuisance. 

Other Connecticut Canals 


Enfield Canal 

The Enfield Canal, five-and-one-half miles long, around Enfield 

Rapids in the Connecticut River, was built in 1827-29 by the Con­
necticut River Company. This project was hastened by the 
Riverites' fear of losing river traffic to the Farmington Canal. 
By providing a safe passage around the falls, the canal was a decided 
advantage to river navigation. The channel has remained open to 
traffic for over a hundred years and is still in use. The main features 
of its construction resemble those of the Farmington Canal, and 
as it is but slightly modernized, an examination of it will g1ve an 
idea of the way the Farmington Canal looked and operated. 

Housatonic Canal 

Four other Connecticut canals got as far as blue prints. The 
Housatonic was to begin at. the Housatonic River in Stratford and 
lead northwest sixty-seven miles through the towns of New Milford, 
Kent, Cornwall and Canaan, to the Massachusetts line. The com­
pany received a charter in the spring of 1822 and subscription books 

' 	were opened on July 1 at Ensign's Tavern at Canaan Falls, Mill's 
Tavern in Kent, Booth's Tavern in New Milford, Warner's Tavern 
in Southbury and Keeney's Tavern at Derby Landing. But few 
buyers wanted to invest in the stock, and since no large interests 
promoted the plan as New Haven sponsored the Farmington Canal, 
the whole plan was abandoned. 

Saugatuclc and New Milford Canal 

The Saugatuck and New Milford Canal was to start at the 
Saugatuck Harbor below the village of Westport, and run north 
through Weston, Redding, Danbury and Brookfield, to connect with 
the Housatonic Canal at New Milford. The purpose of the two 
canals was to make the rich agricultural lands of western Connecticut 
accessible to Long Island Sound. 
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Sharon Canal 

The proposed Sharon Canal was to be an extension of the New 
York and Sharon Canal, to run from Sharon to the New York­
Connecticut line in the northwest corner of the State. 

Unionville Feeder 

The feeder canal from Unionville to the Farmington Canal was 
used for traffic as well as a water supply, and plans were made to 
extend this channel northwest, up the valley of the west branch of 
the Farmington River. 

Quinebaug Canal 

The big waterway project in the eastern part of the State was 
to be the Quinebaug Canal, starting at Warren in Massachusetts 
and running south through Southbridge, Massachusetts, Putnam 
and Danielson in Connecticut, and emptying into the Thames 
River at Norwich. 

The aim of all of these projects was that which the railroads 
accomplished a few years later-to facilitate shipments between 
the inland producing regions and the seaboard. 

Why Did the Farmington Canal Fail? 

Many factors combined to bring about the failure of the Farm­
ington Canal. True, it was supplanted by the railroad, but the 
development of steam locomotion was not the only reason why the 
canal closed down. Some authorities blame the early attempts to 
save money in the construction of embankments, spillways and 
locks, which later cost the canal company thousands of dollars for 
repairs. Others point to operating expenses. Charles Rufus Harte, 
a present-day engineer who has devoted many years to a study of 
the Farmington Canal points out that the cost of construction was 
not high and that it averaged $13,321 for each mile, as compared 
with early New York State canals which averaged $17,36'7 a mile, 
or the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal which cost $155,000 per 
mile. Other investigators believe that the legislative restrictions 
under which the canal was forced to operate prevented financial 
success. The State Commissioners had control of many of the 
operating details and the company's revenues were drastically 
limited because it was not permitted to charge a rate which would 
return more than 12% on the investment. One reason for the failure 
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may have been the fact that connecting canals were never built 
so that it never became a through-route. Also, the success of the 
canal was dependent solely on private capital. It was a "made" 
waterway over the entire route, therefore costly to build and to 
maintain. 

But the canal venture was not an entire loss. It opened a 
shorter route to Northampton for New York freight and passenger 
traffic via rail and partially prepared for the railroad a fairly level 
roadbed along the old towpaths. This route tapped agricultural 
townships which might otherwise have waited long for any trans­
portation facilities. The canal also stimulated river steamboat 
traffic, through competition. Steamboat men had to give good 
service or lose trade. By 1825, six steamboat companies were actively 
engaged in river transportation on the Connecticut. 

In these days of Federal enterprise and subsidy, a similar under­
taking would no doubt be either government-owned or would receive 
Federal aid, in the same classification as the great TVA, and the 
numerous dams and inland waterways now under Federal control. 

Transportation by the development of inland waterways is 
still practical. This method has been promoted extensively during 
the last twenty years both by private interests and the Federal 
government. The old Erie Canal has been practically reconstructed 
and today transports a far greater volume of traffic than at the t]me 
of its opening. The entire length of the upper Mississippi River 
has been dammed, locked and dredged, until a good part of it 
resembles a large canal more than it does a river. The Federal 
Barge line now carries more traffic up and down that river in a year 
than was transported by all private companies operating there 
during any year in the thriving steamboat era before the Civil War. 
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