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FOREWARD 

This thesis purports to be a narrative account of the factors 

leading up to the building of the Lachine Canal and the problems dealt 

with, while it was under construction. In his research, the author found 

that sources, primary and secondary, bearing directly on the canal, were 

scarce. This may help to explain the inability to come to more definite 

conclusions concerning sorne matters raised here. Hugh G.J. Aitken's 

Welland Canal Company often served as a guidepost while this work was 

in progress. Although the author found it impossible to emulate that 

excellent study, i t is hoped that this thesis will cast sorne light on 

an unexplored area of Canadian economie history. 

The patient assistance and interest of Professor J.I. Cooper 

were of great value and are gratefully acknowledged. Thanks must also 

be given to the staff of the Redpath Library and McCord Museum of 

McGill University. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

a) The geographical location of the Island of Montreal, where 

the St. Lawrence River meets the ottawa, is perhaps the most significant 
1 

factor contributing to Montreal1 s commercial importance. Geology has 

assisted in making l;i:ontreal an entrepot between the Atlantic and the 

St. Lawrence - Great Lakes hinterland. The Sault St. Louis or Lachine 

Rapids, at the south-west corner of the island, are composed of extremely 
2 

hard rock which resists the erosive character of the river. The Lachine 

Rapids are turbulent and dangerous, so that the port of Hontreal at the 

foot of them is the farthest point accessible to ships ascending the 

St. Lawrence. Below the port, the St. Y1ary1 s current was, in the time of 

sailing ships, another serious impediment to craft moving upstream. Here, 

ships were sometimes delayed for weeks while waiting for a stiff north-
3 

east wind, strong enough to overcome the current. Montreal became the 

stopping place, the point of debarkation, for the vessels plying the 

St. Lawrence between Montreal and Que bec. At Montreal goods were unloaded 

and repacked for the voyage up the St. Lawrence or the ottawa and it was 

through Montreal that most of the produce from the Upper Canada passed, 

if it were destined for shipment abroad. 

1 
See opening paragraph of E.R. Adair, "The Evolution of Montreal 

Under the French Regime, 11 Canadian Historical Association Azmual Report, 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1942), pp. 20-41. 

2 
T .H. Clark, l.fontreal Area: Laval and Lachine Map Areas, Quebec 

Department of Mines, Geological Report, 46, 1952, p. 92. 
3 

p. 20. 
Thomas Storrow Brown, Montreal Fifty Years Ago, (Montreal: n.d.), 
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For approximately one mile, the river thrashes upon the flat, 

- 1 hard rock lying close to the surface of the water between Ile au Heron 

and l-1ontreal Island. Cartier and Champlain had bath marvelled at the 

river 1 s turbulence and one of Canada 1s early geoeraphers described these 

rapids, which came to be known as the Lachine Rapids, as 11 extraordinary 
1 

appalling and terrifie •11 They were also virtually impassable to navigation 

so that the conveyance of most goods between Nontreal and Lachine was by 
2 

land. From Lachine, on the western side of the Island above the Rapids, 

canoes and bateaUL~ departed for the country further west and to Lachine 

came those same river craft carrying the products of the interior. Just 

as Nontreal l'vas the stopping-off place f or vessels plyine the lower part 

of the river, so Lachine served the same purpose for boats and canoes on 

the ottawa River and the upper St. La\.;rence. 

What was needed Has a bridge of water, a canal, to link the 

upper and lower St. Lawrence, divided at Hontreal by a ridge of impenet-

rable rock, impervious to centuries of the river's corrosive force. This 

thesis will emphasize the first of these projects that was built between 

1821 and 1826, the canal whose construction was supervised by Comrnissioners 

appointed b:,r the Legislature of Lower Canada. However, alrnost from the 

l 
Joseph Bouchette, A Topoeraphical Description of the Province 

of Lower Canada with Remarks U on U er Canada and on the Relative 
Connexion of Both Provinces with the United States of America, London: 
lv. Faden, 1815), p. 126. 

2 
There is sorne evidence of timber being floated through the 

Lachine Rapids, Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, VII (1805), 94. However, 
most corrrrnodities were carried by carters from Lachine, Brown , Eontreal 
FiftY Years Arro, p. 22 . 
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beginning of European settlement on the Island of Montreal, the problem 

of the Lachine Rapids and the challenee which they posed, had elicited 

the ingenuity of men concernedwith the need for easing waterway commun-

ications with the interior. 

b) The first known attempt to effect a means of circurnnavigating 

the Lachine Rapids, was made in 1689 under the direction of Dollier de 
1 2 

Casson, who was then superior of the Sulpicians on the Island of Montreal. 

Using the labour of sorne Lachine tenants behind in rent to their Sulpician 

landlords, de Casson proposed to eut a one-mile channel from the St .Lawrence 

at Lachine to the River st. Pierre or Little River, which wound through 
3 

the Island and emptied into the st. Lawrence below the Rapids. The am-
4 

bitious priest 1s purpose was to make a navigable channel for laden canoes 

and in addition to increase the flow of the Little River so that it would 

provide power for watermills which he proposed to build along its banks. 

1 
For a brief biography of Dollier de Casson see introduction 

of De Casson, History of Montreal, trans. and ed. R. Flenley (London: 
J.N. Dent, 1928), PP• 1-49. 

2 
See Pierre Rousseau, P.s.s., Le Canal de Lachine, ~œ,Sulpician 

Archives, Notre Dame Church, Nontreal, for a history of pre-cessi on 
attempts to build a canal at Lachine (according to Hgr. Olivier :VJ.a.urault 
this account was written between 1885 and 1912). The most complete avail
able history of French attempts to build a canal is by R. Bonin, P.s.s., 
11 Le Canal de Lachine Sous le R~gime Fran~ais11 , B.R.H., Vol. XLII, (:V.tay, 
1936), PP• 265-299. 

3 
ibid.' p. 273. 

4 
ibid., p. 89. The depth and width of the canal was not rigidly 

laid down and the11 Contractor'1 was permitted to alter its dimensions where 
terrain made it necessary. 
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Althoush nevm of the project vms not vrell-reccived by his superior in 

Paris, Tronson, de Cesson 1 s plan 1night have been completed had it not 

been for the massacre of the inhabitants of Lachine b~r Indians, in Aueust, 

1689. The fea.r of renewed attacks made continuation of the >-mrk impossible 

and tvvelve years elapsed before de Casson could take up the project once 
l 

ae;ain. This time, he engaced a professional eneineer, Gédéon de Catalogne, 

to eut a canal within one year in the same area as the earlier one had 
2 

been planned. For a variety of reasons, most of them financial, bickering 

developed between the Sulpicians and the engineer-contractor, and the work 

was only half completed. The new Superior-General of the Order was even 

less favourable to the project than his predecessor had been and had all 
3 

but forbidden de Casson from continuing. After the latter 1 s death in 1701, 

work ceased. altogether. Subsequent attempts to revive the project failed, 

although Louis XIV was sufficiently interested to have ordered new surveys 
4 

in 1708. De Casson's dream of a dual purpose watercourse, for canees and 

waterpower, from Lachine to 1-iontreal was left unfulfilled, although his 
5 

attempts in that direction reflect considerable foresight and ingenuity. 

B.R.H., 

l 
For brief biography~ see Pierre Georges 

Vol. XIII, (Fev.; l907J, pp. 50-54. 
2 

/ / 

Roy, 11 Gedeon de Catalogne, 11 

ibid., pp. 88-90. Contract between de Catalogne and de Casson. 
3 
Benin, 

4 
ibid., 

5 

11 Le Canal de Lachine Sous le Régime F ranrais, 11 p. 287 • 

p. 291. 

See Olivier Haurault, 11 Dollier de Casson, 11 Revue Trimestrielle 
Canadienne,Vol. IV (Fev., 1919), pp. 361-370, for an examination of de 
Casson's interest in the general improvement of Montreal 1 s physical 
appearance. 
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c) On the instructions of Governor Sir Frederick Haldimand, 

the Royal Engineers from 1779 to 1783 constructed a nine hundred yard 

canal at C8teau du Lac and eut channels through the rock in the river at 

the Cascades, about ten miles up the St. Lawrence from Lachine. Although 

meant primarily to facilitate military transport, these improvements were 

also of great benefit to marchants and fur traders. There is, however, no 

evidence that Haldimand 1 s plans included the construction of a canal to 

bypass the Lachine Rapids. It would have cost more money than the Governor 

could have spared from his budget.To maintain even the modest works above-

mentioned, necessitated the collection of tolls from those who used the 
1 

canals for cormnerce. For the military to undertake the building of a 

canal would have required the mustering of funds far in excess of those 

at Haldimand 1 s disposal. Moreover, its construction would have siphoned 

off from his meager forces more troops than he could spare from the defense 
2 

of the western posta. Thus, there seems to be little ground for agreement 

with the suggestion that a canal was built at Lachine at the same time as 
3 

the one constructed at Côteau du Lac. Military supplies were carried by 

cart over the rough road from Montreal to Lachine, along the north shore 

of the river; at Lachine they were transferred to bateaux for carriage 

1 
D. Brymner, Report on Canadian Archives, 1886 (ottawa: 1886), 

P• XXII. 
2 
A.L. Burt, The Old Province of Quebec, (Vrünneapolis: University 

of }linnesota Press, 1933), p. 288. 
3 
Brymner, op. cit., p. XXX 
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further upriver. 

With the beginning of settlement in Upper Canada after the 

American Revolution, the need arose for better transportation facilities 

on the St. Lawrence River so that imports could be brought in and produce 

exported in a safe, inexpensive manner. Most of the bateaux used on the 

St. Lawrence carried approximately four and a half tons of goods and 
1 

required five men for safe navigation. The same number of men could 

have handled a much larger craft if the disturbances in the river could 

be circunmavigated by means of a series of shallow canals, with the result 

that costs would be lessened. Nonetheless, even without improvements,the 

St. Lawrence was the shortest, and even in its unimproved state, the most 

convenient route to the Great Lakes region. The products not only from Upper 

Canada but from the sparsely settled American shores of Lakes Ontario and 

Erie were sent down the St. Lawrence. The knowledge that most western New 

York, northern Pennsylvania, and the Ohio country exports found their way 
2 

down the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence, was one of the strongest 

1 
George Heriot, Travels Through the Canadas, Containing a 

Description of the Picturesgue Scene~ on sorne of the Rivers and Lakes; 
With an Account of the Productions, Commerce and Inhabitants of Those 
Provinces, (London: Richard Phillips, 1807), p. 117. 

2 
In a letter to John Graves Simcoe, Lieutenant-Governor of 

Upper Canada in 1792, John Richardson and other Montreal merchants 
asserted that 11 the St. Lawrence admitting of larger Boats than the 
Hohawk, diminished our expense of Transport 11 • The Correspondence of 
Lieut. Governor John Graves Simcoe, collected and ed. Brig. Gen. 
E.A. Cruikshank, (4 vols., Toronto: Ontario Historical Society, 1923), 
I, 135. 
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reasons for the lethargy and inaction in Lower Canada concerning 11 internal 

improvementsu. 

Nonetheless, the need to get round these obstacles was not un-

noticed. In 1796, during a discussion in the Legislative Assembly on the 

question of improving the middle road (the one most regularly used) to 

Lachine, John Richardson, of whom much will be said later, introduced a 
1 

bill for the construction of a canal from Lachine to Montreal. The bill 

failed, however, to secure a final reading, and it can perhaps be inferred 

that the tenor of Legislative and governmental opinion was unfavourable to 

the project on the grounds that the cost of such a canal would be prohibitive. 

Provincial revenues were probably considered to be insufficient to pay for 

such projects, the need for which was not entirely clear at the time. But 

if the cost and dimensions of a canal put it beyond the financial resources 

of the colony, the Assembly considered it useful to try to im.prove both the 

land and river communications between Montreal and Lachine. In response to 
2 

a petition in 1805 from a group of ~~ntreal merchants, 1,000 pounds was 

appropriated for removing dangerous rocks and cutting a channel through the 
3 

less turbulent parts of the Lachine Rapids. This work was completed and 

improved over the next ten years and afforded an additional measure of 

safety to the loaded bateaux which sorne Il conductorsll were brave enough to 

1 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, III (1795-1796), 249. 

2 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, VII (1805), 94-96. 

3 
Lower Canada, Provincial Statutes, 48 Geo. III, c. 19 (1805), 

An Act for applying the Sl.UD. of one thousand pounds out of any unappropriated 
monies in the hands of His Majesty 1 s Receiver General, towards the improvement 
of the inland navigation of this Province. 
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bring down the river. Money was also spent on more improvements to the 

Lachine Turnpike road or the 1-üddle Lachine road. But neither river nor 

road transportation were adequate to meet the growing need for swifter, 

safer and larger means of conveyance, not only between Lachine and }1ontreal, 

but along the whole st. Lawrence River to Kingston. 

d) Of the United states seaports, New York in particular seems 

to have been especially jealous of the increasing dependence of American 

north-western settlements on the St. Lawrence River system for commercial 

purposes. With its dual attraction of protected markets and comparatively 

easy transportation facilities, Montreal had almost succeeded in making 

of the entire settled Great Lakes area, including the American aide, an 

economie dependency. The threat was more serious to New York state for 

it had frontage on both La.kes Ontario and Erie and once that area became 

settled, New York stood to lose valuable trade, if Montreal 1 s hegemony 

went unchallenged. It would only be a matter of time before settlements 

produced beyond what was needed for self-sufficiency and would need to 

have their surplus conveyed to tidewater, there to be traded for man

ufactured goods from Europe. Even before the \<J'ar of 1812-1814, New York 

had attempted to meet the northern threat. In 1792, the New York State 

Legislature chartered the Western Inland Navigation Company to improve 

the navigation on the Mohawk River, in the western part of New York State. 

It was thought that if the Mohawk was cleared of obstacles, the river 

could be used as a waterway into the comparatively unsettled areas of the 

state with the result that settlement and commerce would be encouraged. 

Seme improvements to the Mohawk were begun, but because of the river's 
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sluggishness, it was no more economical to transport commodities by water 

than over the very rough roads then in use. 

The War of 1812-1814 and the consequent heavy upriver traffic in 

military supplies seriously taxed the existing St. Lawrence transportation 

system. The Americans were also hard-pressed to keep their troops and ships 

on the Great Lakes supplied, and by the end of the war both belligerants 

had begun thinking in terms of improving the existing lines of communication 

wi th the Great Lakes. In 1815, the Governor-in-chief, Sir George Prevost, 

recommended to the Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada that financial 

assistance be given to the British government for the building of a canal 

a round the Lachine Rapids, viewed as the main impediment to waterway 

communication with the interior. In 1816, the Legislature of the State of 

New York, informed of these ominous activities to the north, became aroused 

once more to the need for a canal of its own. Not only was Montreal her 

competitor, but New Orleans, Philadelphia and Baltimore threatened to 

establish economie control of the new West. To insure its own future, 

therefore, New York felt compelled to take swift and bold action. The 

Commission which had been appointed in 1810 to examine the route for a 

canal along the Mohawk valley and one up the Hudson to Lake Champlain, was 

revived. While the Lachine project lingered in abeyance, the New York scheme 

gained in strength as popular enthusiasm and political support for it grew 

enormously. I n April 1817, an Act to build a canal from Lake Erie to Albany 

on the Hudson River was passed by the Legislature and on the fourth of July 

that year, just west of Rome, work was begun on the Erie Canal. The fourth 

of July, a more significant date could not have been chosen, for it had 
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once marked a dramatic change in the political history of North America. 

Now it seemed to the celebrants at Rome, and to Montreal 1 s commercial 

mandarins when they received the news, that the economie pattern of the 

region would also be remoulded. 

It was only after the announcement, in lvlontreal, that this legis

lation was under favourable consideration in New York, that important action 

was aroused in the Canadas. At the insistance of Upper Canada, Comrnissioners 

were appointed by both provinces to discuss the possibilities of improving 

navigation on the St. Lawrence between Nontreal and Kingston. Although 

their joint report reflected a well-founded fear of the disastrous affects 

which the Erie Canal would exert on Canadian trade, they failed to agree 

on the necessary action to meet this threat. Moreover, the depressed econ

omie conditions, crop failures and shortage of funds, especially in Upper 

Canada, dampened people 1 s spirits and made the undertaking of a joint 

project difficult. 

Early the next year, in March 1819, the Company of Proprietors 

of the Lachine Canal was chartered to build a canal from 1>1ontreal to 

Lachine. It was largely an attempt by marchants in Hontreal to undertake 

this project, with private finances, not only to obviate the Lachine Rapids 

but the powerful St. Mary' s current as well. It was thus an expansive under

taking, for which sufficient capital could not be raised, and in spite of 

sizeable financial support from the Legislature and the British government, 

the Company surrendered its charter in 1821 in failure. Comrnissioners were 

appointed by the Legislative Assembly and invested with the task of com

pleting the Lachine Canal. It was a gesture of hopeful defiance to the Erie 
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Canal, which by this time was more than one third completed and in oper

ation, defiance, because the Cornrnissioners and the Legislators knew that 

in comparison with the Erie, the Lachine Canal by itself meant nothing. 

To obviate the Lachine Rapids would not, without a chain of connecting 

canals to Kingston and a canal across the Niagara peninsula, minirnize 

the threat posed by the Erie. Hopeful defiance it was then, for the Lower 

Canadians half expected that once the Lachine was begun, the other needed 

canals would be undertaken. 

Thus the Lachine Canal was an experiment, not one attended with 

buoyant optimism, processions, cannons and bonfires that celebrated the 

birth of the Erie, but marked by worried glances-over-shoulders and rev

erent hopes that either the St. Lawrence or the ottawa-Rideau would make 

of the lonely Lachine a happy brother to other improvements. The Com

missioners and others interested in the Lachine Canal had practically no 

grounds for these hopes, for the Legislature of Upper Canada adamantly 

refused to build the Rideau Canal, preferring instead the st. Lawrence 

route. However, Upper Canada had insufficient funds for either project 

and though the British government was building the Grenville Canal on the 

ottawa, and in distant St. Catherines, William Hamilton Herritt had begun 

soliciting support for a \'Velland Canal, hope gli.mmered faintly. The ex

periment of the Lachine Canal, the first sizeable attempt at canal-building 

in Canadian hi story, was thus a distinctly qualified success . 

However, the mere fact that its construction was undertaken and 

pushed forward, i n the face of and i n virtual defiance of the Erie Canal, 

consti tutes a story worth t elling. The tale is made more interesting and 
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complete becauae of the way in which certain problems, general in that 

they applied to all canal building and particular in that they were some

what indigenoua to Lower Canada, were met. It is the purpose of this thesis, 

then, to relate an account of the building of the Lachine Canal by examining 

the factors which led up to its beginning and those which influenced its 

fulfilment. 
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Chapter 2 British Attempts 

Although the canals at CÔteau du Lac and the Cascades were 

used by the Montreal fur traders and marchants dealing with the new 

settlements in Upper Canada, these works were built for military rather 

than commercial use. They were meant primarily to facilitate the quick 

movement of war materiel and troops to the upper Great Lakes during the 

American Revolution. After the end of hostilities, no improvements to 

the St. Lawrence River were made by the British military authorities or 

by the newly established governments of Upper and Lower Canada until after 

the War of 1812-1814. However, fo11owing the sett1ement of the upper St. 

Lawrence and eastern Lake Ontario region, by the United Empire Loyalists 

and later immigrants, commercial traffic on the river increased. Bateaux, 

Durham boats and rafts began plying the St. Lawrence in ever increasing 

numbers, bringing the products of the upper country to Lachine, whence 
1 

they were forwarded to Quebec. Not only from Upper Canada, but from 

American settlements on the Ohio River, exporta came down the St. Lawrence. 

Although the river became the artery for the small traffic with the in-
2 

terior, there was growing recognition that transportation on it would 

1 
G. P. de Twenebroker Glazebrook, A History of Transportation 

in Canada, (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace; Toronto: Ryerson, 
1938), p. 65. 

2 
The Correspondance of Lieut. Governor John Graves Simcoe, I, 

135. 
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be more economical, if the shallows and rapids between Montreal and 
1 

Kingston were overcome by 11 improvementsll • Transportation costs on the 

river were high and unless measures were taken to lessen them, develop-
2 

ment of extensive trade would be limited. 

In 1796, John Richardson, an important Montreal merchant and 

then a member of the Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada, attempted to 

secure passage of a bill providing for the construction of a canal between 
3 

Montreal and Lachine. However, these and other efforts to secure the im-

provement of the St. Lawrence, in the period between the American Revolution 

and the \'/ar of 1812-1814, received no support. Neither of the two Canadas 

possessed sufficient finances to construct the canals which were necessary 

to make the river a more efficient waterway. Moreover, neither the British 

government nor military authorities were sufficiently concerned over the 

growing inadequacy of the St. Lawrence for either connnercial or mi.litary 

use, for them to initiate costly palliative measures. 

If that traffic to and from Upper Canada was beginning to tax. 

the St. Lawrence before the War of 1812-1814, the great need for military 

supplies after the outbreak of hostilities, strained the transportation 

1 
D.G. Creighton, 11The Connnerci al Glass in Canadian Politics, 

1792-184011 , Pa ers and Proceedin s of the Canadian Political Science 
Association, Vol. V, ottawa: 1933 , p. 47. 

2 
Adam Shortt, 11The Economie Effects of the War of 1812 on 

Upper Canada11 , O.H.S.P.R., Vol. IX, (1910), P• 81. 
3 
The bill passed two readings, llth ~~d 13th April, 1796, 

Lower Canada, Assernbly Journals , III (1795-1796), 249, 257. 
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1 
facilities between :t<1ontreal and Kingston even more. Not only was the 

river showing signs of inadequacy, but it was the object of American 

attack that might have completely severed communications between Upper 

and Lower Canada. During and after the War, the British military was 

convinced of the need for a supply line behind the frontier, safe from 
2 

disruption by the Americans, in any future conflict. Although the 

American frontier along the St. Lawrence and the south shore of Lake 

Ontario was comparatively unsettled, the construction of roads and the 

retention of vessels at Sackett 1 s Harbour worried the British even after 
3 

the Rush-Bagot Treaty of 1817. 

vlith the cessation of hostilities and the 11 lessons11 of the War 

fresh in the minds of the civil and rnilitary government, they initiated 

a series of moves to improve the navigation of the St. Lawrence and 
4 

Ottawa Rivers. At the same time consideration was also given to the 

building of the Rideau waterway between Hull and Kingston. The Lachine 

Canal and others on the St. Lawrence below Lake St. Francis, along with 

the Grenville and Carillon Canals on the ottawa, as well as the Rideau 

system, were thought of together. They were considered as a unit, a chain 

1 
Shortt, 11The Economie Effects of the War of 1812 on Upper 

Canada", p. 83. 
2 
C.P. Stacey, 11The Hyth of the Unguarded Frontier, 1815-187111 , 

A.H.R., Vol. LVI, (1950, Oct.), p. 3. 
3 
Albert B. Corey, 11Canadian Border Defence Problems After 1814 

to Their Culmination in the 1 Forties, 111 Canadian Historical Association 
Annual Report, (University of Toronto Press, 1938), pp. 113-114. 

Robert Legget, Rideau Waterway, (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1955), p. 25. 
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of improvements, each link of which was necessar,y for the success of 
1 

the whole. Following the report to Wellington, 1-Iaster-General of the 

Ordnance, of three militar,y officers sent to examine the defences of 
2 

British North America, the British government decided to finance and 
3 

build the Rideau Canal in 1825. Work had already been begun on the 

Grenville Canal which was commenced in 1819. 

In February 1815, the Governor-in-chief, Sir George Prevost, 

as one of his last public tasks, before leaving in disgrace for Britain, 

informed the Legislature of Lower Canada that His }lajesty1 s government 

was contemplating the construction of a canal to obviate the Lachine 
4 

Rapids. He solicited the aid of the Legislature and was rewarded with 

a grant of 25,000 pounds, which was set aside until the canal was 11 in 
5 

a course of actual execution". This financial assistance was given with 

the unan:i.mous consent of the Assembly whose members agreed that it was 

11 expedient" to improve communications in Lower Canada. Although the canal 

1 
ibid. 

2 
Redpath Librar,y, McGill University, Major-General J.Carmicheal 

Smyth, Lt. Col. Sir G. Hoste and Captain Harris, 11 Report on the North 
American Provinces to the Duke of \'/ellington, 1·1aster-General of His 
Majesty 1 s Ordnance11 ; see also P.A.C., Q Series, 175-A, vfellington to 
Bathurst, 6 Dec., 1825. 

3 
Hamnet P. Hill, K .C., 11The Construction of the Rideau Canal, 

1826-183211 , O.H.S.P.R., Vol. XXII, (1925), pp. 118-119. 
4 
Lower Canada, Assernbly Journals, XVI (1815), 104. 

5 
Lower Canada, Provincial Statutes, 55 Geo. III, c. 20 (1815), 

An Act to grant an Aid to His Majesty, to assist in opening a Canal from 
the neighbourhood of Montreal to Lachine, and to further provide for 
facilitating the execution of the same. 
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was viewed by the Imperial authorities as an important part of their 

back country waterway scheme, the Legislators were alive to the advan-
1 

tages to commerce of a Lachine Canal. 

However, after initiating the project of a canal between :Hontreal 

and Lachine, after securing the assistance of the Legislature and raising 

the hopes of those most concerned with its commercial value, the British 

authorities in London began to balk and hedge. As time passed, no definite 

steps were taken to begin work on the canal and expressions of regret 

began to appear in Montreal's newspapers. In November, after a summer of 

patient expectancy, the Hontreal Gazette decried 11 the want of zeal so 

manifest in the execution of a project so creditable to the country itself 
2 

and so beneficial to the increasing commerce of the Canadas" • The Quebec 

Mercury called for the despatch of an engineer from Britain so that work 
3 

might begin. COUNTRY FARNER writing to the Canadian Courant urged economy 
4 

in the execution of the work and the sharp debate on the canal between 
5 

PHILO BRITON and lflilliam Gray, the editer of the Hontreal Herald, indicates 

1 
ibid., preamble. 

2 
Montreal Gazette, 20 Nov., 1815. The Montreal Herald, 25 Nov., 

1815 reprinted the same editorial "since that paper (Montreal Gazette) 
is read less in Upper Canada than the Herald which thus has the right 
to make known the sentiments of their contemporaries upon matters which 
equally interest both provinces. 11 

3 
Quebec Nercury, Vol. XI, no. 48, p. 383, 28 Nov., 1815. 

4 
Canadian Courant, 17 Feb., 1816. 

5 
Montreal Herald, 23 Dec., 1815; 30 Dec., 1815; 20 Jan., 1816; 

3 Feb., 1816. 
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that there was increasing public interest in the project. Concern in-

creased as news began arriving, early in 1816, of the public meeting 

held in New York on 30th December 1815. It concerned the digging of a 

canal between the Hudson River and the Great Lakes. Lengthier and stronger 

editorials began appearing in Lower Canada1 s newspapers as the significance 
1 

of a waterway competing with the St. Lawrence was understood. 

In the midst of increasing excitement in Lower Canada during 

1816-1817, the Governors-in-chief were repeatedly urging the commencement 

of the Lachine Canal on the Colonial Secretary, Lord Bathurst. Concern for 

the canal was so favourable in the Legislature that Sir Gordon Drummond, 

the Governor-in-chief, felt constrained to inform the Legislators that 

he awaited "only further instructions ••• , to proceed to carry it &,he 
2 

Lachine Canal] into effect11 • The latter, however, instead of concen-

trating on the plan for a Lachine Canal, was considering the adoption of 
3 

a scheme to draw boats up the Rapids by water wheels. The idea was shown 

l 
Montreal Gazette, 15 Jan., 1816, "this is the most interesting 

period in Canad.ian history11 ; Que bec Hercury, Vol. XII, no. 3, p. 22; 
16 Jan., 1816, 11Too soon according to appearances will the Hudson ••• 
rival the St. Lawrence ••• while they take the stride of a giant, we 
scarce to venture the puny length of a pigmy pace" • The Montreal Gazette, 
7 Oct., 1816, printed two articles on the value of canals to Rolland 
and England, information which the writer may have gathered from the 
preface of J. Phi llips, General Histo of Inland Navi ation Forei and 
Domestic: (New edition; London: I. and J. Taylor, 1795 • 

2 
Lower Canada, Council Journals, (1816), p. 5. 

3 
Great Britain, Canada Canal Communication, Copies of Correspondence 

Between the Treasu Secreta of State for the Colonies and the Ordnance 
on the Canal Communication in Canada, London: House of Co~nons, 1831 , 
Sherbrooke to Bathurst, 1 Apr., 1817, pp. 5-6. 
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1 
to be impractical, however, and Sherbrooke, the Governor-in-chief, 

appealed to Bathurst to send out a civil engineer to supervise the con-
2 

struction of the Lachine Canal. Sherbrooke had apparently ordered Captain 

Samuel Romilly, Royal Engineers, to survey the ground between Montreal 

and Lachine and report on the best route, as well as the estimated cost 
3 

of a canal. Nonetheless, a more experienced engineer was desired, but 
4 

in spite of his appeal and the approval for the despatch of one to 

Canada, no action resulted. Sherbrooke himself may have been partly to 

blame for this inaction because he informed Bathurst that the Legislature 
5 

of Lower Canada would support the project by an additional appropriation. 

The Treasur,y Lords subsequently declared their readiness to pay for only 
6 

half of the canal. However, additional funds were not forthcoming from 

the Legislature, perhaps out of opposition to Romilly1 s plan for the 

two and a half foot depth of the canal, or dislike of having to pay 

for a greater share of the cost of the canal. After 1817, the British 

government seems to have lost interest in the project and despite an appeal 
7 

one year later by Richmond, Sherbrooke's successor, the Lachine Canal was 

1 
ibid., Captain Romilly to Hajor Henderson, 21 Iviarch, 1817, p. 6. 

2 
ibid. 

3 
i bid., S. Romilly 11Report on the Proposed Canal between Nontreal 

and Lachine11 , pp. 8-10. 
4 
ibid., Treasury Hinute re1ating to the Proposed Canal between 

Montreal and Lachine, 4 July, 1817, pp. 6-7. 
5 
ibid., Sherbrooke to Bathurst, 1 Apr., 1817, pp. 5-6. 

6-
ibi d., Treasury Hinute , 30 Dec., 1817, p. 11. 

7 
P.A.C., Q Series, Richmond to Bathurst, 149-1. 
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largely forgotten in London. 

Since the canal was first projected at the instance of the 

British military and since the Legislature had already set aside a 

considerable sum to aid in its construction, it is perhaps understandable 

that the latter would be reluctant to appropriate more. On the other 

hand, the British authorities had good reason to be parsimonious: although 

the canal would facilitate the conveyance of military supplies, it would 

also be a boon to marchants who would enjoy cheaper transportation costa. 

The British military authorities did, however, contribute substantially 

to the financing of the Lachine canal in return for the privilege of 

paying no tolls for the passage of military supplies on the canal. 

In 1817 and 1818, Upper and Lower Canada were growing increasingly 

impatient for better means of communication between them. Commercial traffic 

on the st. Lawrence was growing in volume and bulk, and the very physical 

facilities to move export commodities such as potash, flour and lumber had 
1 

to be increased. The Erie Canal, which was on the verge of commencement in 

1816, would seriously damage the trade of Canadian marchants with the 

American settlements south of Lakes Ontario and Erie. Perhaps the 

commodities even of Upper Canada would be diverted from the st. Lawrence 

and Montreal, the entrepot of this trade, would be outflanked and eclipsed 

by New York. 

1 
By 1816, appro.xilllately fifty Durham boats annually were bringing 

to Lachine potash and pearlash, wheat, corn, flour, beef and butter from 
Upper Canada and north- western New York state, J. H. Dorwin, 11l-1ontreal in 1816~ 
Montreal Daily Star, 5 Feb., 1881. 
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Chapter 3 Canal Fever: lf~ntreal versus New York 

If contemporary newspapers are a valid indication of the state 

of public sentiment, Montreal merchants 1 haunts must have reverberated 

with excited talk and worried speculation, during the winter of 1816 -

1817. Most of the discussion was probably related to the plan of the 

Legislators of New York State to build a canal from Albany to Lake Erie 

and another from Albany to Lake Champlain. The route for the former had 

been carefully surveyed during the spring and summer of 1816 and the Co~ 

missioners 1 report was presented to the State Legislature in V~rch, 1817. 

A fear akin to panic beset Montreal merchants who stood to lose the 

profits of trade in agricultural goods and manufactured articles, which 

would be carried on the Erie Canal, rather than by the St. Lawrence route. 

The trade of the Great Lakes region might be lured away from its 11 natural 

highway11 , the St. Lawrence with the result that }J1ontreal1 s commercial 

prominence would be greatly undermined. It was never doubted, even by the 

marchants of Montreal, whose faith in the river seemed to be an obsession, 

that the Erie Canal, once built, would provide cheaper and faster commun

ication with the interior than the unimproved St. Lawrence. The trade which 

had been enriching Montreal, inspiring in her commercial group visions of 

ever-growing profits, would be diverted to her ambitious rival to the 

south. This gloomy prospect had been facing Montreal since the end of the 

War of 1812-1814. With the submission of the report of the surveyors for 

the Erie Canal, in March 1817, and the adoption of definite measures on 

April 15th, to build it and the Champlain Canal, the commercial future of 

Montreal looked even darker. 
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a) The idea of connecting the lakes and rivers of upper New 

York State to the head of navigation of the Hudson River at Albany, had, 
1 

like the Lachine Canal project, a long history. The first attempts to 

improve the northern and north-western waterways were begun in 1793, 

following the incorporation of the Western Inland Navigation Company and 
2 

the Northern Inland Navigation Company the previous year. Noble E.Whitford 

has suggested that the measures undertaken by these companies were too 

limited to be of lasting benefit. Locks were built at Little Falls, German 

Flats and Rome; slight improvements were also made to natural waterways, 
3 

mainly the Mohawk River. However, attempts to clear the channels of 

rivers and lakes were ineffective and the movement of goods was little 

more efficient than before. Only the Western Inland Navigation Company 

had undertaken any sizeable measures, but in general neither trade nor 

settlement in the interior of New York State were greatly encouraged by 

them. 

In 1810, however, proposals for a survey of a route for a canal 

from Albany west to Lake Erie and north-west to Lake Ontario, aroused 

sufficient interest in the New York state Legislature for an appropriation 

1 
Noble E. Whitford, 11The Canal System and Its Influences", 

in Conguering the Wilderness, Vol. V of HistopY of the State of New 
York~ ed. A.C. Flick, (lü vols.; New York: Columbia University Press, 
1934;, pp. 297-308. 

2 
Noble E. Whitford, A History of the Canal System of the State 

of New York To ether With Brief Histories of the Canals of the United 
States and Canada, Supplement to the Annual Report of the Engineer of 
the state of New York; 2 vols.; Albany: 1906), I, 39. 

3 
ibid., I, 39-41. 
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1 
of $3,000 to be made for that purpose. Mr. De Witt Clinton, the most 

influential political leader in New York and then a member of the state 
2 

Senate, lent his support to the scheme for a canal through the unsettled 

northern areas of New York. From that time onward, Clinton became an 
3 

ardent supporter, perhaps the guiding spirit, of the Erie Canal project. 

The Commissioners appointed to supervise the survey reported the following 

April, suggesting to the Legislature the construction of an inclined plane 
4 

canal from Lake Erie to the Hudson River. The most important feature of 

the Report dealt with the route. The Commissioners strongly deprecated 

the idea of building one canal from Albany to Lake Ontario and another 

at Niagara to join Lakes Erie and Ontario. If the latter were built, they 

believed that it would only serve to enhance the prominence of Montreal 

in the Great Lakes 1 tra.de. Once traffic was in Lake Ontario, it would 

move, not to New York, through the projected Oswego to Albany canal, but 

to }1ontreal, a much shorter distance with a considerable saving of time 

1 
ibid., I, 63. 

2 
Dictiona of Ameri can Bio a h , eds. Allen Johnson and 

Dumas ~Œlone, 20 vols.; New York: Charles Scribner's and Sons, 1930), 
IV, 222. 

.3 
James Renwick, Life of De Witt Clinton, (New York: Harper 

and Brothers, 1845), but see Whitford, Histo~ of the Canal System of 
the State of New York, I, 39. 

4 
Public Documents Relati.n to the New York Canals, ed. G.Haines, 

(New York: 1821 , Report of 11the Commissioners appointed by joint resol
utions of the honourable Senate and Assembly of the State of New York, of 
the 13th and 15th l•Iarch, 1810, to explore the route of inland navigation 
from Hudson• s River to Lake Ontario and Lake Erie11 , pp. 1-34; also 
reprinted 23 Jan., 1817, Upper Canada Gazette. 
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1 
and money. The Connnissioners argued that if a canal should be built from 

Albany through the interior to Lake Erie, not only would it avoid providing 

a direct benefit to Montreal, but the canal would help them to wrest 

economie control of the Great Lakes region from her. They warned that 

if American settlements near the Great Lakes continued to export and 

import by way of Canada, 11a political connexion •••• would probably result 
2 

from a commercial connection.11 A canal to Lake Erie, they assured the 

Legislature, would result in benefits not only to New York and Albany but 

to the growing western settlements as weil. New York' s year-round ice-free 

conditions would enable her to export grain to south European markets 

bef ore her competitors, Montreal and Danzig, were sufficiently clear 
3 

of ice to permit the movement of ships. Montreal clearly figures as 

their 11bête noire" , for the New Yorkers empba.tically stated their belief 

that their northern rival would have a virtual monopoly of western trade, 
4 

if but sixt y miles of canals were built along the St. Lawrence. 

The recommandations of the Commission were not acted upon: 

the plan of an inclined plane (gradually descending) canal, chiefly the 

idea of Mr. Gouverner Morris, did not commend itself to the New York 

1 
ibid. 
2-
ibid. 
3-
ibid. 
4-
ibid., also Quebec Mercury, Vol. llii, no. 14, pp. 108-109, 

8 Apr., and no. 15, pp. 116-118, 15 Apr., 1817 for speech of Gideon 
Granger, one of the promoters of the Erie Canal. 
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1 

Legislators. Then too, the intervention of the War of 1812 - 1814 

prevented the adoption of any scheme whatever. The War pointed out, 

not only the pressing need for improved waterway communication from 

the seaboard to the interior, but also the desirability of populating 

the vacant area immediately south of the Great Lakes. Noreover, the 

economie considerations, so clearly ascertained before the War, reasserted 

themselves after hostilities ceased and the canal enthusiasts began a 

vigorous, revitalized campaign for the building of the Erie Canal. On 

December 30th, 1815, De Witt Clinton began the renewed agitation at a 
2 

well-attended public meeting in New York City, where a memorial in favour 
3 

of the canal was enthusiastically approved and signed. The memorial was 

circulated in the settlements of upper New York state, where obvious 

commercial advantages would ensure the promoters of considerable support. 

Popular enthusiasm was aroused in almost every part of the State and with 

this support Clinton and his colleagues secured an appropriation of 

!320,000 from the Legislature on March 8th, 1816. With this sum, the Corn-

missioners initiated a detailed survey, with three engineers, for canals 

from Albany to Lake Erie and north from Albany to Lake Champlain. Thei r 

report was submitted on February 8th, 1817, and, in mid April, the 

Legislature authorized the construction of the Erie Canal as a government 

1 
Whitford, History of the Canal System of the State of New 

York, I, 66. 
2 
Renwick, Life of De Witt Clinton, pp. 209-213. 

3 
Public Document s Relating to t he New York Canals, Memorial of 

t he cit izens of New York, i n favour of a Canal Navigation between the 
great western Lakes and the tidewaters of t he Hudson, pp. 77-100. 
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1 
financed project. Work began almost immediately under two American 

engineers. 

b) It was several days before news of the New York State 

Legislature's decision reached Montreal. When it did arrive, in late 
2 

April, the Montreal Herald voiced its respect and subdued praise for 

the promoters of the Erie Canal. However, after performing this chore of 

praising the enterprise of New York, the editer, William Gray , immediately 

launched a crusade for the Lachine Canal and other 11 internal improvements". 

The Herald and Gazette, had sustained a weak and sporadic editorial cam-
3 

paign for the building of the Lachine Canal since 1815. Now that the 

threat to Montreal was more ominous and ruin more imminent than ever, 

editorials designed to awaken fear and appropriate counter action appeared 
4 

in profusion in all Nontreal newspapers over the next two years. Lengthy 

articles, sorne of them running in se rial form in several issues, were 

printed on the value of canals and their particular importance to the 

conunerce of contemporary Britain and Holland. 'Not only in the modern 

world are canals of inunense economie importance, but they doubtless 

contri buted to the gr eatness of the ancient Chaldean, Babylonian, Indian, 

Chinese, Greek and Egyptian civilizations', it was knowingly asserted 

1 
ibid., An Act, respecting Navigable communicati ons between the 

Great Western and Northern Lakes and the Atlantic Ocean, 15 Apr., 1817, 
pp. 267-275. 

2 
Hontreal Herald, 26 Apr., 3 i'l:ay, 10 VJ.S.Y, 9 July, 1817. 

3 
See Chapter 2, supra. 

4 
See Montreal Gazette, 18 Feb., 1818; Montreal Harald, 17 Oct., 

24 Oct., 1818. 
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1 
by the Montreal Herald. Canals seem to have become one of the main 

preoccupations of Montreal and Quebec newspapers. Whether their editorial 

writing and frequent reprinting of reports on the progress of the Erie 

Canal was meant to arouse influential men to action, or whether it 

expressed the concern of those same people already aroused and seeking 

wider public support, is difficult to determine. More would need to be 

known of the business and political affiliations of the pu.blishers and 

editors of those early Hontreal newspapers. However, the concern over 

the fa te of trade and commerce between the Great Lakes and the st. 
2 

Lawrence river was not confined to Montreal. The Quebec Gazette and 
2 

the Çuebec Mercury also published articles and editorials on the value, 

indeed the necessity, of canals to both Canadas, and on the immediate 

importance of a canal between Montreal and Lachine. Both the UpPer Canada 
3 4 

Gazette and the Kingston Gazette gave voice to the same degree of fear 

and exhortation as their sister newspapers in Lower Canada and soon in 

far-off Niagara the Niagara Gleaner became involved in the discussion 
5 

surrounding a projected canal to join Lakes Ontario and Erie. 

The progress of the Erie Canal during the first season of its 

1 
ibid., 17 Oct., 1818. 

2 
Quebec Gazette, 8 Oct., 1818; Quebec Mercury, 11 Feb., 1817; 

13 May, 1817; 29 July, 1817. 
3 

Upper Canada Gazette, 13 Jan., 23 Jan., 30 Jan., 6 Feb., 
6 Oct., 1817. 

4 
Kingston Gazette, 1 Feb., 19 Aug., 1817. 

5 
Hugh G.J. Aitken, The Welland Canal Com : A Stu in 

Canadian Business Enterprise, Cambridge, V.tass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1954), pp. 31, 44. 
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excavation, clearly indicated that the project would be continued with 
1 

vigour and enterprise. 11Cannot the exa.mple nor the intentions of our 
2 

neighbours rouse us to activity? 11 inquired the Montreal Gazette. If any 

measures even partially effective in mitigating the threat of New York to 

Canadian commerce, were to be undertaken, it seemed that action had to be 

forthcoming very soon. 

c) As the result of an address to the Administrator of Upper 

Canada, Samuel Smith, by the Legislature of the Province 11 concerning the 

difficulty and expense which it (Dpper Canada] is subjected to in its 
3 

access by the River St. Lawrence to and from Montreal11 , a new attempt 

was made to improve waterway communications between the Canadas. The 

address asked Smith to communicate to the Governor-in-chief, Sherbrooke, 

the desire of Upper Canada 11that concurrent means be adopted by both 

Provinces for effecting so desirable an object on liberal and united 
4 

principles. 11 Sherbrooke presented the message to the Legislature of 

Lower Canada ten days later, and, after hurried debate, an 11 Act to 

Authorize the appointment of Commissioners for the improvement of the 
5 

communication by Water, with Upper Canada11 , was passed. The Governor 

1 
Quebec Gazette, 22 Jan., 1818; Kingston Gazette, 19 Aug., 1817. 

2 
Montreal Gazette, 18 Feb., 1818. 

3 
Upper Canada, Assembly Journa1s, (1818), (Report of the Bureau 

of Archives of the Province of Ontario 1912; Toronto: King's Printer, 
1913), p. 515. 

4 
ibid., p. 515. 

5 
Lower Canada, Provinci al Statut es, 58 Geo . I II, c. 10 (1818) . 



- 29 -

was to appoint three Commissioners to negotiate with representatives 

from Upper Canada on 11what measures may be necessary for the improvement 

of water communications between this Province and Upper Canada, as well 
1 

by the river St. Lawrence as by the river ottawa11 • (my italics). The 

latter phrase is striking because it is an indication that, at the outset, 

ideas on where improvements to waterway communication should be built, 

were not common to beth groups of participants at the brief conference. 

To represent Lower Canada, George Garden and George Hamilton, 

the former a prominent Montreal merchant, were appointed, along with 

Louis Joseph Papineau, Speaker of the Legislative Assembly. The former 
2 

two were not members of the Legislature. 

Their deliberations with the Commissioners from Upper Canada, 

Thomas Clark and James Crooks took place in early September 1818. They 

ended with no agreement on a unified plan of linking Upper and Lower 

Canada by a system of improvements to waterway communications. The joint 

report which beth groups of Commissioners submitted to their respective 
3 

Legislatures contained no concrete suggestions as to how communications 

1 
ibid., preamble. 

2 
Garden was a partner in the firm of Maitland, Garden and Auldjo, 

a director of the Bank of Montreal, later a shareholder in the Lachine 
Canal Company and a Commissioner of the canal when the project was even
tually taken over by the government of Lower Canada; see Thomas Doige, 
An Al habetical List of Merchants Traders and Housekee ers Residin in 
Montreal to which is refixed a descri tive sketch of the town, Montreal: 
William Gray, 1819 , pp. 4 , 99; Committee }linutes, 20 Apr., 1820; 
Commissioners 1 ~tinutes, 26 May, 1821. 

3 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXVIII (1819), Appendix (G), 

Joint Report on Water Communications betwixt the Two Provinces, Upper 
Canada, Assembly Journals, (1818), (Report of the Bureau of Archives of 
the Province of Ontario, 1913), pp. 34-35. 
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might be improved. A preamble to the report by the representatives of 

Upper Canada and the sixth clause of the report itself, clearly indicate 

that they could not agree with the reconunendations of their I.ower Canadian 

collegues that surveys of the ottawa River should be immediately commenced. 

The Upper Canadians wanted to proceed with caution, with sufficient 

opportunity for renection and weighing the merita of the various plans 

suggested. Their credentials, they thought, limited them to discussing 

im.provements to the st. Lawrence. If the ottawa was to be considered too, 

a possibility which they only grudgingl.y allowed, then further deliberations 

were assuredly necessary. Crooks and Clark suggested that both Provinces 

appoint representatives with means to secure 11 surveys, both of the st. 

Lawrence and the ottawa Rivera, together with estimates of Canals and 

Locks for beats and vessels of different constructions, to be laid be fore 
1 

the two Legislatures for their selection and approval.11 (my italics). 

The Upper Canadian delegates were understandably reluctant to 

accept the avowed purpose of Lower Canada to favour the ottawa-Rideau 

route over the St. Lawrence. Their Provincial revenues were not sufficient 

for them to build the Rideau waterway to which Upper Canada would have 

been committed had they accepted the views of their colleagues from Lower 

Canada. The reasons for the apparent preoccupation of the latter with the 

Ottawa-Rideau route is not entirely clear. Hontreal newspapers barely 

mentioned it and filled most of the space devoted to internal communications 

with phrases extolling the St. Lawrence. Since Garden was a businessman, 

1 
~., p • .3.3. 
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he might have been expected to echo these sentiments which were soundly 

based on economie reality. Only the British military authorities were 

thinking at that time in terms of the best route between the two Provinces 

(from a military viewpoint), a concern which Garden and Hamilton seem 

strangely to have also assumed. It is possible that Sir Gordon Drummond, 

the new Governor-in-chief, or military officers, convinced them of the 

need for 11 safe11 conununications between the Provinces. Whatever the origin 

of their preoccupations with defense, the conference was ruined because 

of them.However, if Upper Canada was so deeply convinced of the urgent 

need for improving the st. Lawrence why would she not have initiated 

further negotiations on the matter with her sister Province? Instead 

Upper Canada attempted to secure the assistance of the Colonial Office 

for building canals along the St. Lawrence, by securing a grant of 11waste 
1 

land11 the proceeds from the sale of which would be applied to that purpose. 
2 

The request l'las rejected. Perhaps growing agitation for a canal across 

the Niagara peninsula drew attention and available financial resources 

away from those more controversial projects. 

Interprovincial negotiations on canals were at an end and were 

not resumed until much later. The hopes expressed in the joint report, of 

effectively meeting the challenge of the Erie Canal, remained nothing more 

than good intentions. In Lower Canada the fate of the report was one of 

1 
ibid.' p. 82. 

2 
ibid., (1820), p. 219. 
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1 
virtual oblivion. It was printed, by orcier of the Assembly, complete with 

appendices, surveys of the canals that the Commissioners recommended to 

be built on the St. Lawrence and the ottawa. No further discussions on 

the subject took place in the Legislature until April 19th, the following 

year, when 11 A Bill to improve the Corrununications between the Provinces 

of Lower and Upper Canada by Internal Navigation, and for other purposes 
2 

therein mentioned11 , was introduced into the Assembly. The proposed legis-

lation appropriated 25,000 pounds and an additional 10,000 pounds per year 
3 

over the next six years, for canals on the ottawa River. The bill was 

discussed in the Committee of the Whole House that day and the next but 

was left in abeyance by the proroguation of that third session of the 

ninth Provincial Parliament. Despite Richmond's hopeful expectation that 
4 

it would be passed at the next session of the Legislature, the legislation 

was not revived and thereafter the construction of canals on the ottawa 

were not seriously discussed in the Lower Canada Legislature. How the 

proposed legislation originated is not clear, but the apparent absence of 

persevering support for it in the Assembly indicates that it was probably 

initiated in some way by Richmond. 

The Erie Canal was being built at an accelerated pace during 

1 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXVIII (1819), 86; see 

Appendi.x (G). 
2 
ibid., 258. 

3 
Great Britain, Canada Canal Connnunication ••• , Richmond to 

Bathurst, 20 Hay, 1819, pp. 16-17. 
4 
ibid., 
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1 
1818, whereas, moaned the Quebec Gazette, 11not a spadeful of earth has 

2 
been taken out of the intended Lachine Canal.11 In spite of this and 

other baleful reminders of the New York threat to the Montreal commercial 

interests, the inter-Provincial negotia.tions had failed. There appea.red 

to be little hope that they would be resumed in the near future. The 

British, after almost four years of inaction concerning the Lachine 

Canal, had apparently abandoned the project, in the hope tha.t others 

would built it and the sense of urgency felt by Montreal marchants 

concerning this and other wa.terway :i..mprovements, remained unsatisfied. 

The latter were now prepared to attempt to finance the Lachine Canal 

themsel ves, by means of a joint stock company. Whatever would be the 

nature of other canals to the Great Lakes, whether located on the St. 

Lawrence or on the ottawa-Rideau system, a canal between Montreal and 

Lachine was mandatory if the costa of transportation to the interior 

were to be reduced. 

1 
As late as September, 1818, more than three thousand men, 

five hundred span of horses, and two hundred yoke of oxen, were at 
work on the Erie canal, Upper Canada Gazette 1 24 Sept., 1818, (reprinted 
from Albany Da.ily Advertiser). A report from Canandaigua, New York, 
mentioned that eighty-five of the three hundred and fifty-three mile 
Erie canal were being excavated during 1818, Upper Canada Gazette, 
13 Aug., 1818. 

2 
Quebec Gazette, 8 Oct., 1818. 
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The Company of Proprietors of the Lachine Canal 

The Company of Proprietors of the Lachine Canal was established 
1 

by an Act of the Legislature of Lower Canada, following the examination 
2 

of a petition to the Assembly by a group of Montreal marchants. 

a) The Assembly set up a Special Commi.ttee headed by Austin 

Cuvillier to inquire into the subject matter of the petition, immediately 
3 

after it was received. Witnesses were called to testif.y, not only as 

to the need for a canal between Montreal and Lachine, but also as to the 

advisability of its being built either by a private company, as the 

petitioners desired, or at public expense by the government. Thomas McCord 

and John Molson were among those called in; they both spoke of the 

transportation advantages to the trade with Upper Canada which would 

result from the building of the canal. Molson suggested that it would 

prevent "the injurious effects which the Great Western Canal of the 

United States of America is likely to produce on the trade of this 
4 

Province." The other witnesses supported these opinions and Lieutenant-

Colonel Cockburn, Deputy Quarter-Master General, gave the military point 

of view, i.e. in the event of war with the United States, the Lachine 

1 
Lower Canada, Provincial Statutes, 59 Geo. III, c. 6 (1819), 

An Act for making and maintaining a Navigable Canal from the neighbourhood 
of the City of Montreal to the Parish of Lachine in the Island and County 
of :t-1ontreal. 

2 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXVIII (1819), 21-22. 

3 
ibid., p. 22. 

4 
ibid., p. 42. 



- 35 -

Canal would greatly facilitate the movement of supplies and troops 

between the Provinces. 

Largely, these statements were the generally held beliefs about 

the value of the canal, but besides being unoriginal repetitious of what 

had been bandied about in newspapers for years, they were beside the point. 

The key question these witnesses had been called in to answer was not 

whether a canal should be built, but who should build it. However, the 

Committee seemed to be disinclined to decide the issue or attempt to in-

fluence the Assembly either way, for its report contained no recommen-

dations. The testimony of the witnesses was submitted, leaving to the 

Assembly the chore of thrashing out the question of private or public 

financing and ownership of the Lachine Canal. The debate in the Connnittee 
1 

of the Whole House lasted several hours, but when the vote was called, 

there was a slim majority favouring the former scheme and the petitioners 

were allowed to proceed with their plans to establish a company to build 

the canal. The effect of newspaper editorials cannot be known, but it is 

interesting to note that there was less concern over this matter than 

the re was over the route the canal should take. The opinions of both 

editors and anonymous letter-writers favoured the ambitious plan of build-

ing it from Lachine to the foot of the Current St. :rr~ry and a branch through 
2 

the town of Hon treal to the Port. 

1 

1819. 
Quebec Gazette, 29 March, 1819; Le Spectateur Canadien, 3 Apr., 

2 
Canadian Courant, 16 Jan., 6 Feb., 13 March, 27 March, 1819; 

Quebec Gazette, 4 Feb., 8 Apr., 1819. 
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The Company of Proprietors of the Lachine Canal was capitalized 

at 150,000 pounds, of three thousand shares of 50 pounds each. The Canal 

would be a tell canal and was to extend, according to the enabling act, 

59 Geo. III, c.7, from Lachine to the foot of the Current. It was to be 

forty feet wide at the surface of the water, twenty-eight feet wide at 

the bottom and five feet deep. The locks were required to be no less than 

one hundred by twenty feet and five feet deep. According to the act, the 

Company had to complete the canal from Lachine to the foot of the Current 

St. Mary, with a branch to the Port of Montreal, within three years. 

John Forsyth, Louis Guy, William :t-1cGillivray, Joseph Perrault, 

Thomas Porteous, Jacques Antoine Cartier, and David David, presumably 

those who had been instrumental in drawing up the petition to the Legis-

lature, were authorized to conduct the sale of shares. This group 
1 

sought subscribers in Hontreal at the Montreal Bank while ethers sold 

shares in Quebec and Three Rivera. In late May, after the subscription 

books had been open only a short while, the Canadian Courant proudly 

announced 11 that shares in the Lachine Canal are sought with great 
2 

avidity, 11 and attempted to show its readers that the shares would 

bring in the considerable revenue of fourteen and one half percent. 

In spite of these optimistic pronouncements, response to the 

sale of shares was weak. Of those who undertook to promote the Company 

1 
Porteous, Forsyth and David were directors of the Hontreal 

Bank, Thomas Doige, An Al habetica1 List of Herchants Traders and 
Housekeepers Residing in Montreal, Montreal: 1819 , p. 46. 

2 
Canadian Courant_, 29 May, 1819. 
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in Quebec, only one seems to have had enough confidence in it to buy 

shares himself and only one of the three correspondants in Three Rivera 

bought any. No attempt seems to have been made to solicit subscriptions 

from interested parties in Kingston or York and none were sold in London 

or New York. Contrasted with the attempts of the Welland Canal Company 

promoters to sell shares in Britain and the United states as well as in 
1 

Lower Canada, the salesmanship of these earlier entrepreneurs seems to 

have been poor indeed. Of the fourteen hundred and twenty-six shares which 
2 

can be accounted for, from the Minute Books of the Company1 s Commit tee 
3 

of Management, nine hundred and seventy were sold to residents of Montreal. 

Of the remainder, two hundred were purchased by the Province of Lower 

Canada and one hundred and fifty by the British government. Most of the 

remainder was sold in Quebec. The inexperience of the promoters, in this 

kind of endeavour, helps to explain what se ems to be an appalling lack of 

initiative in the sale of shares. However, the validity of this suggestion 

is lessened by the knowledge that many of these businessmen of Montreal 

had established the Montreal Bank, two years earlier. At that tim.e the 

Bank was an innovation in Canadian business but they had been sufficiently 
4 

astute then to sell many ahares in Boston and New Yorl<:. The British 

1 
See Aitken, The Welland Canal Company, chapter 2, pp. 25-56. 

2 
The Company claimed to have sold seventeen hundred and sixty, 

P.A.C., Public Works Series, Vol. 12, Committee l-1inutes, Letter to Auldjo, 
31 July, 1819. 

3 
ibid. 
4-
Interview with Mr. Merrill Denison, Historian of the Bank of 

Montreal, 16 May, 1960. 
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goverrunent bought only one hundred and fifty of the six hundred shares set 

aside for it in the Lachine Canal venture. This disappointment, however, 

does not explain the lethargy and absence of vigorous enterprise which 

surrounds the project. 

In 1-fontreal itself there was a certain amount of popular en-

thusiasm over the commercial prospects of the canal. Not only merchants 

took up shares but others, such as a few notaries, a perfumer, tailors, 
l 

grocers and tavernkeepers, were among the subscribers. All but two of 

the directors of the Hontreal Bank and several from the rival Bank of 

Canada subscribed to shares, although there was no official connection 
2 

between either of these banks and the Company. Le Spectateur Canadien, 

a Montreal French newspaper decried the absence from the Company1 s sub-

scription book of 11 nos Capitalistes Canadiens 11 who, the paper asserted, 

11 ne se sont pas encore pr~sent~s, quoique ou aye la certitude qu'un grand 

nombre d'entre' eux aspirent ~ prendre des Actions dans ce louable 
3 

établissement, 11 The canal thus be gan very largely as a Hontreal English 

undertaking, mainly because so few Canadiens were engaged in inter -

Provincial commerce. Nost of them who did possess capital did not appear 

to be interested in investing in a project with such pronounced commercial 

pretentions. A certain amount of jealous fear that M:ontreal's prestige 

l 
Check names of shareholders in Committee hinutes with T. Doige, 

An Alphabetical List of Herchants, Traders, and Housekeepers Residing in 
r·~ontreal. 

2 
One letter to the editor of the Quebec Hercury, Vol. Y:IJI, No. 1, 

p. 4, 4 Jan., 1820, complaining of the lack of activity by the Company 
suegested this possibilit~·. 

3 
Le Spectateur Canadien, 5 June, 1819. 
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would surpass its own, may well explain the absence of strong support 

from Quebec. 

On July twenty-sixth, 1819, the required number of half the 

authorized number of shares having been sold, a meeting of subscribers 

was held in the Montreal Courthouse. The Company of Proprietors of the 

Lachine Canal officially began to function. An executive body, called 

the Committee of Management, was selected and consisted of John Richardson 

(chairman), Lieutenant-colonel John Ready, Thomas Thain, Thomas Gillespie, 

Franyois Desrivières, Thomas Phillips, Robert Froste, and Toussaint Pothier. 

The shareholders met only twice more, once on May twenty-seventh, 1820, 
1 

to hear a report on the progress of the Engineer 1 s survey, and again in 

January, 1821, to approve a petition to the Legislature for changes in 

the enabling Act. In the interim between these meetings, the Commit tee 

under Richardson's direction carried on the Company 1s affairs and it is 

to the affairs of this body that we must look for evidence of efforts to 

get the project started. 

b) The first, and the most important, task which the Commit tee 

felt obliged to undertake was to secure an engineer 11who has had experience 
2 

in Canal making etc •11 The only survey for a Lachine Canal made up to this 

time was completed in 1817 by Capt,ain Samuel Romilly of the Royal Engineers. 

He planned a canal from Lachine to the foot of the Current St. Mary but 

one much narrower and shallower than that which the Company was obliged 

l 
Committee Minutes, 27 May, 1820. 

2 
ibid., 26 July, 1819. 
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l 
to build. Horeover, Romilly1 s est:irnates were almost four years old. 

A group of professional canal builders had arisen in Britain, 

men of great ability and experience whose worldwide prestige was based 

on their successful supervision of the construction of many canals in 

Britian since 1765, an era which experienced a virtual revolution in 
2 

internal transportation in Britain. After Brindley, the first of these 

builders, had come John Rennie, Thomas Telford and George Stephenson 

whose works were regarded as models of how canals should be built, as 

anyone knew who had read J. Phillips 1 current work, General HistoEY of 
3 

Inland Navigation, Foreign and Domestic. Since there was no one in North 

America who pretended to the engineering stature of these men, or their 

younger colleagues, it was a natural and wise decision of the Cornmittee 
4 

to seek technical assistance from Britain. They decided to appeal directly 

to one of these master builders, to assist them in finding a qualified 

engineer to supervise the construction of the Lachine Canal. 

To treat on their behalf, the Committee enlisted the aid of 

l 
supra, chapter 2. 

2 
C. Hadfield, British Canals, (London: Phoenix House, 1950), 

chapter 2, pp. 32-48. 
3 
A Complete account of the canals alrea~y executed in England 

with consideration on those projected, passim. 
4 
The same problem faced the Erie Canal Commissioners. They 

decided nonetheless to take their chances with two inexperienced American 
engineers, after James Weston, a British canal builder, declined their 
offer for constructing the Erie Canal, Whitford, History of the Canal 
System of the State of New York, I, 76. 
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Alex Auldjo, a former Montreal merchant who had been living in retirement 
1 

in England since 1805. Auldjo was held in great esteem by his former 

colleagues: 11 from his known attachment to the interests of these provinces 

and the pains he is known to take in whatever he undertakes, (Auldjo) is 

a fit and proper person to be employed to find and send such a professional 
2 

character. 11 Auldjo was instructed to consult with either Rennie or 
3 

Telford and to hire 11 a professional character, duly qualified, 11 without 

referring back to the Committee. Auldjo consulted with Telford and con-

cluded an agreement with Thomas Burnett to build the canal. So that no 

time would be lost in getting Burnett on the site as early in the spring 

of 1820 as possible, he was requested to proceed first to New York and 

overland to Montreal, rather than wait until the commencement of navigation 

in the St. Lawrence. 
4 

Nothing of Burnett 1 s origins or engineering experience is known. 

However, since he was recornmended by Telford for the job and since his 

work on the Lachine Canal remained, for many years, a model of excellent 

1 
Auldjo was the senior partner in the firm of Haitland, Garden 

and Auldjo. He married John Richardson's daughter, Eweretta Jane, 
R. Campbell, A Histor of the Scotch Presb erian Church St. Gabriel 
street, Montreal, Hontreal: vf. Drysdale and Company, 1887 , p. 99. 

2 
Committee ~linutes, 26 July, 1819. 

3 
ibid., Letter to Auldjo, 31 July, 1819. The area of Britain which 

was most likely to furnish the best engineer seems to have been a matter 
of debate among the members of the Commit tee: 11 Some are of the opinion that 
Scotland would be the most likely country to succeed in, while others 
consider that in England there must be more experience in such works,n 

4 
Letter from A. JvicDonald, N.I.C.E., Secretary: Institution of 

Civil Engineers, London, U.K., 21 Jv~rch, 1960. 
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design, he was likely of recognized professional stature in Britain. 

Burnett 'itas to survey the route for the canal, make plans and estimates 

of the works and superintend the construction of the project. He was 

engaged for three years, at an annual salary of 500 pounds and was 

promised a Hliberal gratuity11 when the work was completed, if 11 he should 

by his good conduct and exertions give that satisfaction to the directors 
1 

of the Lachine Canal Company so as to entitle him to their approbation." 

Since Burnett 1 s surveys, soundings, plans and estimates were the 

most tangible accomplishrnents of the Company, they would seem to merit, 

more than a brief treatment. The Corranittee issued few and only general in-

structions to the Engineer and the Surveyor, John Adams, who had surveyed 

the route for the Grenville Canal in 1818, 11 as your own professional 
2 

experience will be the best guide. 11 Three things the Conn:nittee did request, 

however: a survey of the St. Lawrence river shore in the vicinity of Lachine 

so that the most suitable place for joining the canal to the river could 

be determined. Secondly, the Committee asked him to gather information 

about water levels in the river, at various seasons during the past number 

of years, and thirdly, surveys of two alternative lines for the canal so 

that the land speculation and consequent high priees for a right-of-1tay 

might be avoided. But these general instructions contained no demanda which 

an experienced engineer and surveyor would not answer in a report, after 

l 
Contract between Company and Burnett, Committee ~linutes, 

27 May, 1820. In the event of any disagreement between them, Thomas 
Telford would adjudicate. 

2 
Committee to Burnett, Committee ~dnutes, 10 Y~y, 1820. 
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thorough examination of any given terrain, for the purpose of building a 

canal through it. The Commit tee was careful to give the engineer a paper 

carte blanche by telling him to "do whatever in your opinion will conduce 
1 

to the proper cormnencement and execution of" the work." In practise, 

however, the Committee interfered at every important juncture of Burnett 1 s 

work and his Report really should be c onsidered as a compendium of his 

work and recornmendations, which were strongly influenced by the indeas of 
2 

Committee members, chiefly Richardson, Gillespie and Porteous. 

Burnett submitted his Report to the Cornmittee early in December, 

1820; it was copied into the Vdnutes of the Cornmittee. It is the most im-

portant document to come out of the two years of the Company1 s existence 

and it is all the more significant because it embodied the ideas, not only 

of the engineer, but of the members of the Cornmittee as well. 

Burnett began, as most people who wrote anything on the subject 

seem to have thought necessar,y, with a statement of the need for a canal 

between Montreal and Lachine because of the growing volume of commercial 

traffic between Upper and Lower Canada, making necessary "an improvement 

1 
ibid. 

2 
They had been called in to help decide on the location of the 

upper inlet of the canal and the exact line it would follow from there. 
See Cornmittee Ninutes, 16 Nay, 1820. To save on costs they had consulted 
with Burnett on narrowing the canal where it crossed the Recollet and 
St. Lawrence suburbs; ibid., 17 June, 1820. See also Cornmittee Ninutes 
10 July, 12 July, 17 July, 27 Nov., 1820. 
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l 
in the means of facilitating that intercourse. 11 He noticed that the 

Lachine Canal \vas needed, not only as an end in itself, i.e. to lessen 

the cost of transport between :Hontreal and Lachine, but also as part of 

the general improvement to communications in Canada by way of the St. 

Lawrence, ottawa and, ultimately the Rideau River, route. Burnett, I 

think, would hardly have had time personally to make an assessment of the 

comparative merits of that route, over those of the direct St. Lawrence 

route to Kingston. It seems, then, that he had been primed vdth certain 
2 

attitudes on the question prevalent in Lower Canada and simply parrotted 

them in his Report. He proposed to take the canal over the least expensive 

of three possible routes that he had surveyed. It ran roughly from a place 

called 1Finchley1 s store' in Upper Lachine alone the shore of the river 

for approximately one hundred yards, until it was beyond the village where, 

it turned east towards the property of HcNaughton, near Côte St. Paul. This 

was to be the upper reach of the canal and the line to which the canal even-

tually did conform, when under construction three years later. It ran for 

a distance of more than two and a half miles, most of which was through 

solid rock. 

From HcNaughton' s to Hurtubise 1 s property (on the west corner 

of the St. Lawrence suburb) was the second link of the canal, a distance 

of eighty-six hundred yards, or almost five miles; on this segment Burnett 

proposed to build locks (probably two) to bring the canal down twelve feet. 

1 
Report of Engineer, Committee ~linutes, 8 Jan., 1821. 

2 
See chapter 3, supra. 
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The problems lJOsed b;jr build.inz:; the canal through a three hundred yard 

lont:; swamp, were to be overcome by replacing 11 the soft vegetable matter 
1 

of which this swarnp is composed11 with earth from a woods nearby. The 

River St. Pierre, or Little River, which lay in the path of the canal, 

would be carried under it by a tunnel. On the Hurtubise property, Burnett 

intended that the branch line to the Port should begin and proceed to the 

river, entering it at the eastern end of hunn 1 s shipyard. An embankment 

ten and a half feet high, was to carry the branch over lmf ground, for 

about four hundred yards in the St. Anne 1 s suburb, before it reached the 

St. Lawrence River. 

The main branch, continuing from Hurtubise 1s east through the 

St. Lawrence suburb would, for almost two miles, be narrowed down to 

twenty feet, i.e. half its normal width. This ground must have been low 

because the reason given for contraction was that the expense of building 

an embankrnent, large enough to support the amount of water needed in the 

unnarrowed canal, would have been prohibitive. The costs, too, of buying 

a right-of-way through this populous and therefore expensive area of 

Nontreal, would be greatly curtailed with the narrower canal. Even the 

bridges over it would be less costly. Burnett and the Committee were 

understandably concerned with keeping the project within as close finan-

cial bounds as possible. On the property of Strothers (farther east in 

the St. Lawrence suburb), the canal was to resume its original width and 

1 

Report of Engineer, Conunittee Einutes, 8 Jan., 1821. 
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1 
proceed 11 over very favourable ground, 11 to the King1 s Naval Stores, where 

it would turn south and, by means of five locks, be carried down to the 

river at the foot of St. Mary1s current, near the Cross (the ferry to 

Longueil). 

Burnett estimated that the total length of the canal, if built 

over this route, and including the collateral branch, would be about 

twelve miles. The engineer explored two alternative routes; one would, 

on the upper section, take the canal directly through the village of 

Lachine to HcNaughton's, instead of along the river shore, a possibility 

which would greatly increase land expropriation costs. The other would 

carry the canal alone the Côte st. Pierre, i.e. closer to the river along 

lowlying marshland. Both were discounted as impractical. If it were built 

according to his specifications, Burnett estimated that the final expense 

of the canal would be 78,000 pounds. 

The Company ceased operations and went out of existence early 

in 1821 and was taken over by a government commission which, except for 

the upper reach, built the canal over a much different route. Therefore, 

Burnett 1 s plans and estimates could not be tested against the daily 

problems, setbacks and overexpenditure which beset most pioneer con-

struction projects. It is doubtful, however, that his estimates were 

realistic in view of the fact that the much shorter canal, that was 

eventually built, cost 107,000 pounds. This was only a few years after 

Burnett 1 s Report was submitted and thus discounts any argument which 

1 
ibid. 
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would attribute the difference to a serious rise in the cost of labour or 

materials. 

The influence and assistance of the members of the Co~~ttee 

in compiling this Report was, as has been indicated, considerable, if not 

vital. Aside from the frequent inspections of the engineer1 s activities, 

the Committee performed very little else. The activities which they did 

busy themselves with, were mostly concerned with having the enabling Act 

amended. They did, however, try to explore the cost of purchasing land 

for the canal by calling a meeting of sorne Upper Lachine and C6te St. Paul 
1 

residents on August 19th, 1820. The conference proved to be unsatisfactory, 

probably because of disagreement on the priees to be paid for the land and 

the matter was allowed to lapse. The Commit tee was also interested in the 

state of navigation of the St. Lawrence River, between Lachine and the 
2 

Cascades, further upriver. The reasons for this interest can only be 

guessed, although it may have had something to do with possible plans to 

extend canal-building operations, at sorne future date, if the Lachine 

venture proved to be successful. 

By the autumn of 1820, a little more than one year after the 

establishment of the Company, financial difficulties resulting from the 

inability of the Committee to sell more shares, forced a reassessment of 

their ability to build the canal, under existing regulations. It was 

becorning increasingly clear that unless the Company1 s financial position 

1 
Commit tee Hinutes, 19 Aug., 1820. 

2 
~., 28 Aug., 11 Sept., 1820. 
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were sowEhow reinforced, the money already collected would be insufficient. 

Calls for money on subscribers met with much disappointment and almost two 

hundred shares were forfeited, as confidence in the project waned and the 
1 

onset of "bad times 11 forced many subscribers to abandon payments. 

c) The Committee had discussed and decided on several means of 

alleviating the Company's financial embarrassment. One, as we have seen, 

was the careful paring off of expensive construction. Another was the 

amendment of the enabling Act so that the earning power of the canal by 

tolls would be enhanced, and more investment would thereby be attracted. If 

the Provincial government refused to amend 59 Geo. III, c. 6, then perhaps 

the Province itself could be induced to buy more shares, in order to rescue 

the canal project from failure. Either of these possibilities, along with 

a request for more time to construct the canal, were presented to the 

Assembly by means of a petition. Towards the end of 1820, while they were 

preparing the required annual report to the Legislature, the Committee 

deterrnined to petition for all the changes that they had been discussing 

during the previous summer. Richardson, Gillespie and Desrivi~res began 

to draft the petition which was read to the Assembly on January 15th, 1821. 

It was a lengthly document, attempting to convince the Legislators that 

assistance to the Company, both by the Province subscribing to more shares 

and by changing section thirty-one of the enabling Act, would be in the 

interests of both the Province and the Company. Section thirty-one required 

that the costs of repairs and general upkeep on the canal and its branch, 

were to be considered as operating expenses, to be paid out of the tolls 

1 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXX (1821), 90. 
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collected. But if these charges were considered as part of the capital 

outlay, the petitioners argued, then the untaxed revenues could be passed 

on to the shareholders, giving them a much higher rate of return on their 

investment. Once this change was advertised among potential buyers, they 

felt that more investment would be attracted to the venture. The Petition 

was, of course, generously embellished with grandiloquent prophesies, such 

as 11no external power can by any expense wrest from us the striking advan-

tages of it, 11 if the canal were completed. But if it were not built, the 

petitioners forboded gloomily, 11we shall hereafter have to deplore the 
1 

sad neglect as irremediable. 11 

The scheme to pay for maintenance costs out of capital funds in 

order to help cure the financial ills of the Company was not without prec-
2 

edent, but was unacceptable to the Legislators. Surely, if indefinitely 

recurring charges, as maintenance costs are, were paid out of capital 

funds, the shareholders would be literally paying for their own dividends, 

which would inevitably crash once the originally subscribed capital ran 

out. The Legislators were totally unprepared to accept this scheme, nor 

did they seem to be willing ta subscribe more money to the venture, by 
3 

investing more than the ten thousand pounds they had already put in. The 

Assembly was being asked to support a weak, if not tottering, structure, 

the existing financial basis for which was of dubious duration, in view 

1 
ibid. 
2-
Hadfield, British Canals, p. 33. 

3 
Together, the Province and the British government had subscribed 

ta almost twenty percent of the shares. 
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of the strained circumstances of many Montreal merchants, especially 

those involved in the North West Company. 

The Petition, once received, was immediately referred to the 

inevitable Special Committee of five members of the Assembly. Two of 

them, Austin Cuvillier and George Garden (the latter who had been one 

of the Lower Canada representatives in the negotiations with Upper 

Canada in 1818), were shareholders, whereas the ethers, Dessaulles, 

Oldham and Denis B. Viger, had no knovm connection or avowed s~~pathy 

with the wishes of the Company. It was Viger, who made a motion in the 

Assernbly thet the Special Committee be instructed to consider whether the 

Province should undertake the construction of the Lachine Canal, 11 as soon 

as it shall have been ascertained that the Company of Proprietors of the 
1 

said Canal shall have abandoned their right of making it. 11 

On February 12th, the Special Comrnittee brought in its report 

and recommendations. None of the request~ of the Petition were answered. 

Clearly then, no relief for the Company1 s worsening financial situation 

was forthcoming from the Asser!lbly. Since the UJil.e allowed by the Act for 

completing the canal, would be over in July, 1822, only one construction 

season rernai.ned for the Company to fulfill its franchise. The Special 

Committee recoflmended that the Province consider assuming control of the 

project, since 11 so useful an undertaking to the commercial prosperity of 

His Najesty1 s Provinces in North America, and even to the Empire, will in 
2 

consequence be retarded, ta the great detriment of both. 11 

1 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXX (1821), 133. 

2 
ibid.' 162. 



- 51 -

Nine days later, the Connnittee of the Whole House accepted the 

resolutions of the Special Committee that steps be taken to build the 

Lachine Canal, if (and of this there was little doubt) the Company failed 

to fulfill the conditions of the enabling Act. Now in despair at the 

failure of their Petition, virtually their last hope, the Company was 

ready to resign. They began to take steps to salvage as much of their 

money as had already been expended on surveys and ether charges. On Harch 

23rd, Richardson officially notified the members of the Committee of the 

Assembly1 s moves: the appointment of Comrnissioners to arrange with the 
l 

Committee, the terms of surrender. A general meeting of the shareholders 

authorized the Committee to negotiate the transfer of the Company1 s 

property: Burnett 1 s report, and its obligations, Burnett•s contract of 

service, to the Province. By lfuy 12th, the Honourable Chartier de Lothbini~re, 

Isaac Winslow Clarke, and Stephen Sewell, for the Province, and the Cam-

rrùttee, for the Company, came to an agreement. On ~Iay 18th, the Governor-

in-chief, the Earl of Dalhousie, gave his official blessing to the agreement 

and the Company of Proprietors for the Lachine Canal came to an unlamented 

end. 

There were few, if any, tears at the interment of this ambitious 

attempt by private capital to build the canal and there was a noticeable 

absence of wailing, or wearing of sackcloth and ashes, by Nontreal newspaper 

editors. There was no contemporary assessment, attempting to explain the 

reasons for the failure of the Company. \ihy its promoters blandly ignored 

1 
Committee hinutes, 23 March, 1821. 



- 52 -

possible sources of financial support in Ne\i York and London, remains a 

mystery. With their strong commercial ties with the latter, sorne funds 

could almost certainly have been secured there by these experienced 

Nontreal businessmen. In view of the extensive resources which the prom-
1 

oters of the Welland Canal secured in Nmi York, it is likely that sorne 

money would have been invested in the Lachine Canal as well, had it been 

solicited. Perhaps the group in charge of selling shares believed that 

the necessary funds could be found in Lower Canada, or that more support 

was forthcoming from the Legislature and the British eovernment. The 

latter l'ras concerned, at this time, with the Grenville Canal and seemed 

unwilling to extend further aid tc the Lachine Canal. The Legislature, 

on the other hand, was not prepared to continue its financial assistance 

to the Company, but was w:iJ.ling to build the canal itself. If additional 

I.egislati ve support was necessar>J, the concensus of opinion among its 

members seemed to be, that it should be a public project. 

l 
Ai tken, The ~velland Canal Company, Appendix IV, Table VI, 

p. 147. 
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Chapter 5 John Richardson: The Guidin~ Hand 

Since the end of the ~'far of 1812-1814, events had been ripe for 

the building of a Lachine Canal, but in the absence of strong leadership 

prior to the formation of the Company of Proprietors, the project had 

been left in abe~rance. The Hontreal businessmen who took over the scheme, 

in the hopes that it would be a profitable venture, sorne of them later 

becoming menfuers of the government-appointed board of Cornmissioners, con-

tributed the energy and perseverance necessary for the realization of the 

canal. Of all the men who took part in the project, from the time positive 

steps began in 1819, John Richardson was the most consistently active. 

a) Various studies of Richardson 1 s many-sided career have been 

written; of these the most useful for purposes of this exposition was 

Adam Shortt 1 s 11The Honourable John Richardson, Herchant, Financier and 
l 

Statesman, 11 a biography of wide scope that provided much information. 

A brief sketch of Richardson might well be included here, to emphasize 

sorne features of the public life of one so intimately connected with the 

Lachine Canal. Before and after assuming the commanding role in the canal 

venture, Richardson was one of the most prominent 'public spirited1 

citizens of his day. He was one of those supervising the collection of 

l 
"The Founders of Canadian Banking," J.C.B., Vol. XXIX,(Oct., 

1921; Jan., 1922), pp. 17-27, 165-178. 



- 54 -

funds to help: erect a monument to Nelson in Hontreal, those widowed by 
1 

the battle of Waterloo, build the Hontreal General Hospital and the 
2 

sufferers of the 1825 Miramichi disaster. He headed a number of the 

annual November 30th celebrations of the Montreal St. Andrew 1 s Society 

and was the proprietor of a pew in the St. Gabriel Street Presbyterian 
3 

Church, where most of the city1 s merchant aristocracy worshipped. 

Richardson 1 s commercial 11 home base11 was the I•1ontreal trading 

firm of Forsyth, Richardson and Company, which he formed in 1790, after 
4 

a period of employment with Phyn, Ellice and Company of Schenectady. 
5 

Before coming to Hontreal in 1787, Richardson had enjoyed a brief, but 

adventurous, career aboard the Loyalist privateer 11Vengeance, 11 during the 
6 

American Revolution. For furs, Forsyth Richardson traded in the area 
7 

south-west of the Great Lakes and, in the northern regions, they competed 

l 
Canadian Courant, 9 June, 1821. 

2 
See Robert Christie, History of the Late Province of Lower 

Canada, (6 vols.; Hontreal: Richard Worthington, 1866), III, 75-77(foot
notes). 

3 
Campbell, A H~story of the Scotch Presbyterian Church, St. Gabriel 

Street , Montreal, p. 88. 
4 
For sorne of Richardson 1s letters which throw considerable light 

on his early trading activities see Col. E, Cruikshank, "The John Richardson 
Letters," O.H.S.P.R., Vol. VI, (1905), pp. 20-36. 

5 
W. Stewart Wallace, Dictionary of Canadian Biography, (2d ed.; 

2 vols .; Toronto: Mac:t-üllan, 1945), I I, 556. 
6 
Henry R. Rowland, 11 A British Privateer in the American Revolution," 

A.H.R., Vol. VI I, (Jan., 1902), pp. 286-303. 
7 . 
~'l. T. Eastbrook and Hugh G.J. Aitken, Canadian Economie History, 

(Toronto: NacEillan, 1956), p . 176. 
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with the North West and Hudson 1 s Bay companies, as a partner in the X Y 
1 

Company, unti1 it was absorbed by the former, in 1804. Fo1lowing the 

Loya1ist migration to Upper Canada, the firm 1 s interests seem to have 

shifted to who1esa1e merchandising of manufactured goods to Upper Canadian 
2 

rnerchants, and the handling of various forms of paper or raw produce, which 

their correspondents used to pay for them. Richardson helped to estab1ish 
3 

the short1ived Canadian Banking Company in 1792, in order to facilitate 

the transaction of business and co-ordinate the banking functions, which 

the forwarding merchants were required to undertake. Richardson was later 
4 

connected with the formation of the Bank of Hontreal. 

Richardson 1 s involvernent with politics was nearly as extensive 
5 

as his business interests. He was a rnernber of the Executive Council. As 

a rnernber of the Legislative Assembly and later, the Legislative Council, 

he was associated with the state of war existing between the English 

dorninated Council and the predorninant1y Canadien Assernbly. During the 

1 
R.H. Fleming, 11The Origins of Sir Alexander Hackenzie and 

Cornpany, 11 C.H.R., Vol. IX, (June, 1928), pp. 137-155. 
2 

One of Richardson 1 s business connections in Upper Canada was 
William Hamilton Nerritt, who prornoted the Welland Canal, J .P. Herritt, 
Biography of William Hamilton 1·1erritt, (St. Catherines: 1875), p. 41. 

3 
Adam Shortt, 11The Honourable John Richardson ••• , 11 p. 22. 

4 
Adam Shortt, "The Early History of Canadian Banking, III -

From 1791-1812, 11 J.C.B., Vol. IV, (Apr., 1897), p. 239. Richardson 
delivered a lengthy speech to the Assernbly on 12th April, 1808, in 
an atternpt to enlighten the rnembers on the usefulness of a bank in 
Lm'ler Canada, Quebec Nercury, 2 May, 1808. 

5 
Wallace, Dictionary of Canadian Bioeraphy, II, 556. 
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very first session of the first Provincial parliament, Richardson, one of 
1 

the members for Kontreal's East Ward, tried to prevent the use of the 
2 

French language, for introducing bills into the Assembly. This attempt 

to curtail what they regarded as their privilege, was vigorously resisted 

by the Canadien leaders, as was the English group 1s earlier suggestion 

that one of them, supposedly experienced in parliamentary procedure, be 
3 

elected Speaker of the Assembly. These maves of Richardson 1 s and his 

subsequent support of the Union Bill in 1822, earned him the recognition 
4 

by Canadiens as one of their bitterest enemies; he received the vehement 

contempt that went with that distinction. Early in 1822, he had been 
5 

sineled out fer unprecedented censure by the Assembly, for his remark 

1 
See F.J. Audet and E.F. Surveyer, Les D~putês de la Premier 

Parlement du B~s Canada, (Nontr~al: Les Éditions des Dix, 1946), for 
brief biographies of sorne members of the first Leeislative Assenmly 
and sorne members of the Legislative Council. Audet published a sketch 
of Richardson in La Presse, 15 Oct., 1927, and in F.J. Audet, Les 
Députes de gontreal, (Eontréal: Les Editions des Dix, 1943), pp:-31-44. 

2 
Lower Canada, Asserably Journals, I (1792- 1793), 142; see 

Thomas Chapais, Cours d'Histoire du Canada, (8 tomes; Qu~bec: Libraire 
Garneau, 1921), II, Deuxi~meLecon, for the debates on these questions • 

.3 
See F .H. Soward, 11The First Assembly in Lower Canada," C .H.R., 

Vol. IV, (Sept., 192.3), pp. 258-263, for Richardson 1 s plaintive letter 
to Edward Ellice summarizing the 11 unfortunate happenings11 in this first 
session. 

4 
Richardson chaired a meeting on 22 Oct., 1822, in Montreal 

when resolutions were passed by the predominantly Angle-Saxon group in 
attendance favouring the political union of Upper and Lower Canada, 
Shortt, 11The Honourable John Richardson ••• , 11 p. 167. 

5 
Four resolutions were passed by the Assernbly condemning 

Richardson in exceptionally strong terms. Beth the Governor-in-chief 
Dalhousie, and the Legislative Council were officially asked to punish 
Richardson. The Governor was asked to strip him of all public offices, 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXI (1822), 137. Dalhousie rejected 
this demand, ~., 140. The Legislative Council's answer amounted to 
an outright refusal, Lower Canada, Council Journals, (1822), pp. 57-58. 
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in the Council that some of the members of the lower house were meeting 

in secret. He termed it 11 a Committee of Public Safety,11 in those days a 

charge containing none-too-subtle implications. The bitterness between the 

Council and Governor, on the one hand, and the Assembly, on the ether, had 
1 

reached a high level of intensity in 1821 and 1822, as Christie points out, 

over the crucial issue of whether the Assembly was constitutionally bound 

to vote supply to the government, for the life of the monarch, or annually. 

Richardson1 s indiscretion simply gave the Assembly an additional opportunity 

to show its contempt, not only for the person of an inveterate foe, but 

for the Council too, the repository of considerable antipathy to the 

seemingly balkly, uncompliant lower house. 

Richardson1 s embroilment in these serious political issues may 
2 

have been even more far-reaching. Colonel Cruikshank has sugeested that 

he was either the author, or collaborator, of the person who wrote the 
3 

Let ters of Veritas. As the subtitle of the se ten nr.etters11 suggests, they 

were attacks on the conduct of the former Governor-in-chief, Sir George 

Prevost, during the ï·Jar of 1812-1814. That there may have been sorne well-

founded reasons for criticising Prevost (in view of the disaster at 

Plattsburgh in 1814), is not our present concern, for a reading of them 

III, 2-4. 

l 
Christie, History of the Late Province of Lower Canada, 

2 
Cruikshank, 11The John Richardson Letters," p. 21. 

3 
The Letters of Veritas, A succinct narrative of the milita~; 

adnûnistration of Sir George Prevost, duri~g his command in the Canadas; 
wherebv it will a ear rnanifest that the mer~t of preserving them from 
conquest belong;s not t o him, Eontreal: 1815 • These 11 Letters11 appeared 
in the Eontreal Herald in April, Na~' and June, 1815. 
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gives one the indelible impression that they were written for political 

reasons as well. The 11 Letters11 were probably composed by a member of 

the 11English party, 11 those who had disliked and distrusted Prevost's 

conciliatory treatment of the Canadiens. The author may well have been 
1 

Richardson, since he was one of the leading members of that group. 

The strongly technical theme of the "1etters11 does not bar him, for 

Richardson, if he was the author, would have had such an expert advising 
2 

him. 

b) It is worth noting that the wrangling and debate between 

the two houses of the Legislature, never involved the Lachine Canal. The 

Legislative Assembly, whose child the canal was, usually made appropria-

tiens for it readily. The extra funds that were necessa~J to carry on 

work, during 1824 and 1825, were given in a relatively trouble-free 

manner. If there were bitter debates in the Assembly, on any feature 

of the canal, or the personnel connected with it, such as Richardson, 

these divisions cannet be noticed in the Assembly1 s Journals or in 

contemporary newspapers, which were ever-ready to discuss contentious 

issues. Aside from the route controversy, which was apparently completely 

unrelated to the major sore spots between the Assembly and Council, the 

Lachine Canal remained outside the pale of contemporary hurly burly. One 

surmises then that there was a common opinion amongst both Canadien and 

1 
Richardson was by no means unlettered. His essay on banl<"..ing is 

well written and mildly learned, see footnote p.55 supra. Another essay 
attributed to him, concerning the Lachine Canal, Canadian Ha.gazine and 
Iitera.ry Re:positor;r, (4 vols.; r~Iontreal: Joseph Nicl<"~ess, 1823), I, 
86-90, is admirably written. 

2 
11 Les Lettres de Veritas, 11 B.R.H., Vol. XXVIII, (Aug., 1922), 

p. 251. 
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English, in the Assembly and the Council, that the Lachine Canal should 

be constructed. Since the canal would obviously be of much more benefit 

to the English commercial group of Montreal than to the Canadien agri-

cultural-rural interests, it might have been the subject of sorne 1log-

rolling•. Who would have acted as go-between in such negotiations, if 

they occurred, is not entirely clear. Louis Joseph Papineau, Speaker of 

the Assembly, the most unobtrusive participant in the 1818 negotiations 

between Upper and Lower Canada, on improving the St. Lawrence, would seem 

to have been the most probable choice. However, only after it was completed 

did the canal creep into the arena of Lower Canadian politics,but then just 

briefly, as an illustration in John Neilson 1 s voluminous testimony before 

the Special Committee of the Imperial Parliament, inquiring into the 

government of Canada. Neilson alleged that the management of funds by the 
1 

Commissioners had been faulty. Richardson, who, with two ethers, had 

retained his post of Commissioner to supervise the canal 1 s operation, un-

leashed an explosive reply to Neilson and thereafter the matter seems to 
2 

have been forgotten. 

The Canal Commissioners adhered to a rigoreus schedule of 

regular weekly meetings each :t-·Ionday morning at ten, usually one inspection 

tour ever,y week and numerous special meetings, to stave off the crises, 

concerning personnel or construction, which seem to have arisen regularly. 

1 
on the Civil Government of 

Canada, 

P.A.C., Q Series, 184 -1 -2 -3 -4, p. 459, Richardson and 
Grant to Neilson. 
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From the lists of attendance at meetings, it seems that Richardson was 

rarely, if ever, absent during the five years of the canal 1 s construction. 

When the Commissioners left to inspect the works, usually setting out at 

six or seven on a Saturday mo ming, they invariably left from Richardson 1 s 
1 2 

home on Notre Dame Street, where the aristocracy of l·îontreal then lived. 

It was Richardson who represented the Commissioners' wishes to the Assembly, 

or more often to the Receiver-General, from whom the Commissioners received 
3 

funds to carry on the work. 

Certainly it was to be expected that a conscientious chair.man 

of a public undertaking, even if unpaid, should have been present at all 

meetings, scheduled or otherwise, and have represented the Commissioners 

to the governmental authority. Richardson's conscientiousness in this 

regard should also be considered in the light of his business interests, 

political duties and social activities. He seems to have been an excep-

tionally busy man, and the fact that he was able to devote so much time 

and energy to supervising the construction of the canal, is a tribute to 

his stamina. However, it should be emphasized that he and his colleagues 

on the board of Commissioners were leading members of the group that 

hoped to benefit financially from the Lachine Canal, when it was corn-

pleted. The expected long run advantage to their commercial activities 

was the main incentive to most of these men, who devoted their energies 

1881. 

1 
Doige, An Alphabetical List ••• , p. 159 

2 
J.H. Dorwi.n, 11:t-1ontreal in 1816, 11 Nontrea1 Dai1y Star, 5 Feb., 

3 
P.A.C., s. Series, Civil Secretary's Letter Books, Vol. 152, 

Richardson Letters. 
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to the canal. 

That he was unstinting in giving of his time and strength to 

push the canal through to completion is, I think, without question. 

But it is not entirely true that Richardson was so unselfish as to 

oppose extending it to the foot of the Current St. Hary, solely because 

he did not want to be accused of profiteering on lands that he owned, 
1 

in 'What was then the eastern part of Nontreal. In his evidence before 

the Special Committee of the Legislative Assembly, called to examine 

the recommendations on the route question in the Commissioners' 1823 
2 

Report, Richardson did not insist on carrying the canal to the foot 
3 

of the Current, for the time being. He did not, however, suggest that 

it should never be extended further east, but only when it would be 

financially feasible to do so. To this end, he recommended that the land 

over which the canal would pass (presumably his included) should be 

acquired immediately, so as to hedge against any future rise in its priee. 

The value of Richardson1s land, on which the canal would be built in the 

eastern section of Montreal, was almost negligible, when considered 

together with the other, much more expensive, property that would be 
4 

needed to carry it to the foot of the Current St. ~~. Moreover, to 

1 
Campbell, History of the Scotch Presbyterian Church, p. 87. 

2 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXIII (1824), Appendix (D), 

Nos. I and II. 
3 
~., 121. 

4 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXIII (1823-1824), Appendix 

(D), No. II , Estimate of the value of the Property in the line of the 
proposed Canal, from where it would leave the branch which is to lead 
to the Port of Hontreal, to the foot of the Current Saint Hary. 
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l 
suggest, as does Campbell, that the ultimate decision in the route 

controversy rested with Richardson, is a presumption with which the 

essayist does not agree, for it was a hotly debated issue, fought for 
2 

years, between two vigorous factions. 

John Richardson was a respected figure, an imposing man, whose 

enemies, particularly the Canadien members of the Assembly, singled him 

out as an object of their sharpest rebukes, giving an indication of his 

importance in contemporary politics. To him can be attributed a sub-

stantial measure of responsibility, blame perhaps, for the worsening 

of relations between the English and Canadiens in Lower Canada, during 
3 

the early part of the 19th century. Most of his obituaries, a special 
4 

volume of which was published soon after his death in 1831, speak of 

the stern, uncompromising attitude with which Richardson met all oponents 

in his political life. It was probably this same attitude of dogged 

perseverance that characterized his guidance of the Lachine Canal. If 

the reader will follow this narrative further, he will find that an 

attitude such as Richardson 1s was perhaps necessary. 

l 
Campbell, op. cit., p. 87. 

2 
See chapter 7, infra. 

3 
Unlike many of his contemporary Montreal commercial group, 

Richardson founded no dynasty. His son, John, who had been educated 
in Britain, drowned soon after his return to Montreal in August, 1819. 
Montreal Gazette, 4 Aug., 1819. 

4 

1831). 
Sorne Memoria1s of the Honourab1e John Richardson, (Kingston, 
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Chapter 6 The Launching by the Province of Lower Canada 

a) Nontreal and Que bec newspapers enthusiastically hailed the 

government 1 s assumption of responsibility for the canal. A lengthly 

editorial had appeared in Februar.y in the Montreal Herald, setting 

forth the advantages of its being built by the government, instead of 
l 

by private enterprise. The Nontreal Gazette had chirped three days 

earlier that "had this method been adopted at first, the canal would, 
2 

by this time, have been nearly completed." No one seemed to be opposed 

to the new plan, so long as the government of Lower Canada would get the 

canal built. Newspapers were even noticeably short of letters-to-the-

editer, in which people,sufficiently annoyed by the Legislature 1 s 

decision, could have expressed their dismay, as most letter-writers did, 

anonymously. However, barely a wh:i.mper was heard, except a mild after-

thought, by one who signed himself "Cardo, 11 in the Canadian Courant on 

Harch 24th, one week after the new Act became law. He admitted that 

efforts on the canal until then had been palt~J, but suggested that, 

if the government had given more assistance, r ather than t ake over the 

project, the Company might have be en able to carry on. The argument had 

its merits, but under the circumstances it was entirely inopportune and 

Nahum Mower, the Courant• s editer, not wanting to be drawn into a new 

l 
l1ontreal Herald, 10 Feb., 1821. A little more than six years 

earlier an editorial calli ng for only private enterprise on the Lachine 
Canal had appeared in the Herald1 s columns, ibid., 23 Dec., 1815. 

2 
Montreal Gazette, 7 Feb., 1821. 
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and rointless controvers~r, s:iJ:rply i.cnored 11 Cardo 1 s 11 letter. For the 

editors of these journals, which hovered tenuously between for.mine 

and e.::-..'"}Jressins lvhat there 1-ms of public opinion in those days, the 

issue between private and public enterprise seemed somehow to have 

been quietl:r solved. The debatine a11d honest head-scratchine; over this 

question that attended the canal project in 1819, was now absent. 'ro 

the Legislature's announcement that it would finance the canal, the 

newspapers and :t-:lontreal 1 s merchants, happy to escape from their fast-

failing enterprise at no loss, both thankfull~r intoned - 11 At last. 11 

1 
The preamble of the Act by which the Leeislature simul-

tancously repealed the Company1 s charter and made the canal their own 

responsibility, set forth the immediate financial backine that they 

were prepared to provide for the undertaking. Together with the 
2 

25,000 pounds, \mich the Legislature had appropriated in 1815, to 

assist the lone-forgotten British plans for a Lachine Canal, they set 

aside an additional 10,000 pounds. Thus, includine the 10,000 pounds 

which the British government was prepared to offer, in return for the 

free passaee of its boats throue;h the canal, a total of 45,000 pounds 

was available to the Commissioners. This capital was sufficient to 

eet the project under way. Once the negotiations with the Company were 

completed, and its claims settled by the special committee of Clarke, 

l 
Lower Canada, ProvDlcial Statutes, 1 Geo. IV, c. 6 (1821), 

An Act for making a Navigable Canal, from the neighbourhood of :t:Iontreal 
to the Parish of Lachine, and to appropriate a sum of money for that 
purpose, and to repeal a certain Act therein mentioned. 

2 
Lower Canada, Provincial Statutes, 55 Geo. III, c. 20(1815). 
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Sewell and de Lothbinière, the Governor could appoint a group of 

Commissioners to supervise construction and work could finally begin. 

By the end of May, the Company passed out of existence and 
1 

ten Commissioners had been selected' the Honourable John Richardson, 

David Ross, Thomas Phillips, George Garden, Franrois Desrivières, Thomas 

Porteous, Robert Gillespie, Toussaint Pothier, Charles W. Grant and 

Colonel John Ready. Generally this was a well-chosen team, most of them 

businessmen, including severa! from the old Company' s Board of Management. 

They were men of affaira, accustomed to getting full value and more for 

every shilling spent and even if they k:new little about canals, the 

Province should have had little fear of incompetent direction with these 

men at the helm. This implicit confidence, however, proved later to be 

somewhat ill-founded. 

One of their first tasks was the appointment of a team of con-

tractors, to assume the job of excavating the canal. The lowest bid 

was submitted by a group composed of stanley Bagg, Oliver Wait, Andrew 

White and Thomas Phillips (who had resigned his appointment as Com-
2 

missioner). They were awarded the contract, not only on the grounds 

of priee, but because they offered to dig the who le canal, whereas 
3 

others offered to excava te only sections. The Phillips group be gan 

assembling work crews on the site of the canal almost immediately and 

all that was needed now was the official celebration to launch the 

1 
Commissioners Minutes, 26 ~~y, 1821. 

2 
~·, 20 June, 1821. 

3 
~., 9 July, 1821. 

J 
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project on its way. 

b) The ceremonial beginning took place on July l?th, 1821, 

at Lachine. 'l'he recently-appointed Comrnissioners with wives and friends, 

the contractors, engineer and several hundred onlookers were present, 

perhaps wives and children of the labourers whose shanties huddled nearby, 

along with inhabitants of Lachine, supported by a few Indians from Caugh-

nawaga across the river. The representatives of the newspapers were 

the re. They wrote lengthy accounts of the proceedings, providing the 
1 

source material for the narrative that follows here. 

Shortly after one o1 clock, Richardson, the chairman of the Com-

missioners, strode commandingly out from the little knot of officials 

assembled inside the two files of labourers, who had been posted to 

signify, for the edification of the onlookers, the future line of the 

canal. The chattering crowd quickly hushed, for the Honourable John 

Richardson1 s presence usually induced at least a temporary silence from 

both friend and foe. ~ii th a brightly-ribboned ne\'/ spade handed to h:iJn by 

the engineer, Richardson solernnly gouged a bit of earth from the intended 

canal bed, followed by his fellow Com~issioners and each of the contrac-

tors. Illien the last participant in this symbolic rite had put down the 

spade, Richardson spoke to the gathering: 

"l·;r. En:;ineer and Gentlemen Contractors for the Lachine 
C~'"lal, 

"Lay the completion of this great undertaking be as 
auspicious as its conunencement; and may it, when 
finished, be found to answer the expectations formed 
of its utility, and lead to other improvements in the 

1 
See Canadian Courant, 21 .July, 182l; Quebec Gazette, 23 July, 

1821; Nontreal Herald, 21 July, 1821. 
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11internal navigation of the Canadas. 
11 After proceeding wi th your labour for a short 

time, you will then stop and allow your workmen to 
partake of the refreshments provided by the Com
missioners, who pray that every success may attend 
your efforts, and enable you to execute the work 
in a manner perfect in its kind and creditable to 
yourselves.nl 

The band of the 6oth Regiment, recently arrived from garrison 

duties in Quebec, exploded into the national anthem, followed by the 

sprightly air 11 0ff She Goes" as hands were shaken, congratulations 

exchanged and hopes expressed. The two files of pickets came to life 

instantly and began tearing up more earth to gratify the spectators, 

the contractera and Commissioners, who had just dignified the work with a 

little of their own sweat. But within minutes, as Richardson imperiously 

suggested, the contractera called a halt to the work and the whole throng 

converged on the refreshment table, where Thomas Porteous wielded a huge 
2 

scimitar to divide six immense pies into enough wedges to satisfy the 

hungry crowd. Heanwhile, four large puncheons of beer were being quickly 

emptied, especially by the labourera, most of whom were internally 
3 

reinforced with rum,for sale nearby. The bright sununer afternoon, the 

food and beer went down weil and before long everyone was enjoying him-

self in boistrous bonhommie. 

The Commissioners and their friends, after a token participation 

1 
Quebec Gazette, 23 July, 1821. 

2 
The Commissioners had promised to roast a whole ox in honour 

of the occasion,but substituted pies because of sorne unforeseen difficul~ 
in roasting so large a carcass. Canadian Courant, 21 July, 1821. 

3 
From stanley Bagg 1 s Lachine store. 
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of this plebeian fare, adjourned to Connelly 1 s Inn followed by the red-

coated rnilitary music makers. There, in the best Beaver Club tradition, 

they offered toasts, each followed by an appropriate air from the band, 

to the King, the Governor-in-chief, the Lieutenant Governor of Upper 

Canada, the Lachine Canal, the Agriculture and Commerce of the Canadas, 

the Navy and Army, the Militia of the Canadas and Lady Dalhousie and the 

Canadian (lady) fair. These were the official toasts, a prelirninary to 

the homier, more 1 folksy 1 shouts that followed as excuses, if any were 

needed, for the imbibing that continued long into the afternoon and 

evening. 

Down at the sod-turning site, the party had gotten out of hand 

and a well-lubricated Irish fighting machine had locked homs with an 

equally drunk and equally pugnacious Canadien contingent. In the absence 
1 

of police, the donnybrook continued for sorne time until it eventually 

broke up and the combatants disappeared to their shanties. 

So ended the day that marked the ceremonial opening of work 

on the Lachine Canal, one attended by speeches, toasts and general gaiety 

for all that were present. What thoughts had run through the minds of 

those watching the sod-turnings and listening to Richardson1 s simple and 

hopeful words: the Indiana, whose ferocity had, on this very ground,ended 

the first efforts to bypass the Rapids, and were now completely emasculated 

1 
One exuberant journalist, no doubt delighted at his recollection 

of some highly appropriate poetry, gleefully inserted a quotation in his 
description of the day's events: 11 And discord dire and disaray, Hark'd 
the fair form of festal day11 , Canadian Courant, 21 July, 1821. 
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and confined to but a patch of what was formerly theirs' The immigrant 

Irish labourera, what did they think, remember or hope as they watched 

the Commissioners initiate the work of canal digging in this raw, un

friendly land, where they and their successors would toil on this and 

similar canals? The Cornmissioners, sorne of them, like Richardson, 

remnants of the brash crew of Nor 1westers who had only yesterday dominated 

the interior of more than half a continent, were they thinking of the 

old days when Montreal was the 11seat of the rnighty'?11 Did they believe that 

they could retain what remained of that power by building this canal, in 

itself virtually meaningless unless others followed in swift succession? 

Surely this sma.ll undertaking, this attempt to spark the building 

of more canals by cutting one eight and a half miles between Montreal and 

Lachine, must have seemed to them an empty gesture. The Erie Canal was 

already one third finished and operating. It appeared to them that the 

cannonading, which announced the completion of its sections, heralded 

also the ominously impending triumph of New York for commercial control 

of the West. Upper Canada was still only investigating the cost of 

improving its portion of the st. Lawrence and had not yet decided to 

dig at Welland. There was some conflict over the best route between the 

two Provinces, the st. Lawrence or the ottawa-Rideau. This difficulty 

concerned the clash between imperial defense policy and commercial in

terests. It was as yet unsolved, because the British government had 

neither committed itself to building the Rideau Canal, nor seemed willing 

to force one, or both of the Provinces to build it. Even the work on the 

Grenville Canal was moving very slowly. 
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Were the Commissioners, the Legislatcrs and the e:overnrnent not 

aware of these problems? \vas it not clear to them that New York had won 

the race be fore they had even le ft the startinG block? Perhaps, but the~r 

seem to have regarded the situation differently and, despite their wailing 

and beating of breast, somewhat more optL~stically. If there was a chance 

of salvaging sorne of Eontreal 1 s fast-falling corrunercial position by in-

creasing its attraction to Upper Canadian and American exporters, the 

Lachine Canal was a beginning and there were encouraging reminders that 

the situation was not hopeless. There was still preference, although its 

days were numbered, for Canadian grain in Britain, and so long as the 

preference was high, American produce would still be attracted to Canadian 

ports, in order to reach British markets, and benefit from it. In spite of 

efforts in London to eut down these Canadian privileges, Hontreal had many 

friends who could be prevailed upon to lobby on her behalf. In l{arch, 1821, 

it had been urged on the Assembly of Upper Canada to authorize surveys of 
l 

the St. Lawrence River and it was possible that more British financial aid 

could be secured, if not to improve the st. Lawrence, then at least to build 

the Kingston-Ottawa route. The Lachine Canal would prove successful once in 

operation (within three years, it was hoped) and would, therefore, serve as 

an inspiration to ether promoters. There had been dark days before and, 

by a show of courageous perseverance, r-ion treal had somehow survi ved and 

prospered. They must try.To them there were no such things as unalterable 

l 
Upper Canada, Assembly Journals, (1821), (Report of the Bureau 

of Archives of the Province of Ontario, 1913), p. 434. 
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facts of life, economie or otherwise, to be faced and, if adverse, 

submitted to in despair. The 11natural highwayf1 to the interior was the 

St. Lawrence and with very little improvement it could effectively 

compete with New York's artificial waterway, even though the Erie Canal 

would feed a year-round port. 

Although the 11natural highwaY'' phrase had been missing from 

newspaper editorials of late, the conviction underlying those words was 

firmly embedded in the thinking of these Lower Canadian men of affaira. 

So deep was their faith in the greatness of their River, and its super

iority over all other waterways, that much of the prophesying about the 

future dire effects of the Erie Canal fell on partially deaf ears. The 

business leaders of Montreal were by no means unaware of their own best 

interests and understood that transportation facilities from the Great 

Lakes must be improved. otherwise, the position of Hontreal, as the 

important entrepot between Europe and the interior, might be threatened. 

But they were confused over the beat route ta follow, puzzled as ta what 

action the British government would adopt and frustrated by their inabili~ 

ta secure co-operation from Upper Canada. Finally, it is doubtful whether 

they, or their competitors under De Witt Clinton, realized the full 

significance of the Great Lakes region and of the immense wealth to be 

gained there. The area ta the south of the Lakes that the old fur traders 

remembered as uninhabited would soon be settled and farmed, once that 

region was made more easily accessible. In the absence of this under

standing and the facilities to compete effectively, the efforts of Lower 

Canada were brave; they were hopeful, but pathetically inadequate. 
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As their celebrations continued, the Commissioners grew 

increasingly oblivious to the sounds of the summer night: the shouts 

of the combatants and the noise of the band drowning out the barely 

audible wash of the St. Lawrence below. Their happy libations over, 

they tripped to the waiting carriages and journeyed back to Montreal 

in a comfortable trance past orchards, clearings and darkened houses, 

as they jogged along the dusty turnpike into the city. It had been a 
1 

grand day, much l:ike those that initiated work on ail canals in Britain 

and America. For two yeara or more, Montrealers had been reading about 

auch feativities occurring at frequent intervals, in the buoyant towns 

south of Lakes Ontario and Erie: Utica, Rome, Syracuse, Lyons, and 

Rochester, as 11Clinton1 s ditch11 moved ine.xorably westward to ita 

destination. 

1 
Hadfield, British Canals, pp. 46-48. 
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Chapter 7 Beginning the Canal: 1821 - 1822 

The most serious and persistent difficulties encountered in the 

construction of the Lachine Canal, were, in themselves, neither unusual 

mr insoluble. Difficult terrain and flooding had been encountered often 

before by the engineers who had been building canals in Britain for more 

than sixty years. In Lower Canada, however, these essentially technical 

problems assumed particular importance because they became endowed with 

financial and political attributes as well. The need for more funds, 

necessary to excavate the unforeseen rock near Lachine and to curtail 

flooding, resulted in three appeals to the Legislature. The desire to 

change the route of the canal, for reasons of economy, touched off a 

barrage of protesta from opponents. 

The same formation of extremely hard igneous rock that lay 

beneath the Lachine Rapids sweeps north in a wide arc encompassing much 
1 

of the western portion of Montreal Island. During excavation of the 

canal, this rock was encountered from Lachine eastwards for nearly three 

miles, or practically one third of its entire length. Most of the rock 

had to be blasted lose with gunpowder. The damage done by flooding became 

the most serious problem of all difficulties hampering construction, for 

the breakup of ice on the st. Lawrence in the spring resulted in the 

flooding of a considerable area around Lachine. Moreover, much of the 

annual spring runoff from melting snow on the Island, in the absence of 

1 
T .H. Clark, Montreal Area: Laval and Lachine Map Areas, Quebec 

Department of Mines, Geological Report 46 (1952), p. 92. 
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effective drainaee, collected in the south western portion between 

Montreal and Lachine. Under these conditions, the ground was all but 

impossible to dig and it was usually mid-July, before the lockpits and 

canal beds were d~J enough for the crews to begin work. Usually, the 

dry mild season, when excavation could most effectively be carried on, 

and the only time when mason~J was possible, lasted little longer than 

three months, until autumn flooding and frost forced a cessation of 

work. 

When the Legislature assumed responsibility for the project, 

the Legislators recognized that the canal would terminate at the Port 
1 

of Montreal, rather than at the Cross, to which the Company had been 

committed to build it. This decision was probably based largely on the 

belief that the cost of purchasing property through the town of Montreal 

would be considerable. The members of the Assembly had also to consider 

the opposition of many Montreal businessmen to extending the canal to 

the Cross. They were afraid that their commercial importance would be 

undermined by a canal which terminated a considerable distance down-

stream from their Port. But even if the canal were built to the Port, 

it would be necessa~J to cross the St. Anne 1 s suburb, where the inter-

section of many roads and the removal of buildings, would occasion 

great expense. Between the rival proposals of the Port and the Cross, 

as the eastern terminus of the canal, considerations of cost seem to 

have led most to faveur the former plan. There is no direct evidence 

1 
Lower Canada, Provincial statutes, 1 Geo. IV, c. 6 (1821). 
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from the Journals of the House of Assembly or contemporary newspapers 

that economy was the factor which the Legislators had in mind when they 
1 

changed the route. However, in the light of the Assembly' s lat er 

authorization to alter the eastern terminus of the canal, from the Port 

to a place upri ver known as "the Windmills" , out of con cern for cost, 

it is possible that they were motivated by the same considerations in 

1821. 

a) The Lachine Canal was to be of only modest length, eight 

and one half miles, in contrast to the three hundred and fi.fty-three 

mile Erie Canal. Only six locks were needed to overcome a descent of 

forty-four and three quartera feet, whereas in building the Welland 

Canal, engineers were presented with the problem of a difference in 

levels of more than three hundred feet, over a distance of twenty-six 

miles. At first glanee, then, there were no obvious problema of any 

seriousness to confound the experienced British engineer, Thomas 

Burnett, who was responsible for building the Lachine Canal. 

Most of Burnett•s work plans seem to have been lost, but a 

complete picture of the canal under construction can be fitted together 

from information found in the ~dnutes of the Commissioners for the Lachine 
2 3 

Canal and the Commissioners' annual reports to the Legislature. 

1 
In a letter-to-the-editor of the Montreal Gazette, 2 Jan., 

1822, one who signed as "AN OLD ENGINEER", in his thoughts on the route 
controversy, mentioned briefly that the debate on this in the Aasembly 
in 1821 had been lengthy. 

2 
P.A.C., Public Works Series, Vol. 13, Commissioners' Minutes. 

3 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXI -XXXVI (1822-1827), 

Appendices. 
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Essentially, his plans vrere nnchanged from those >illich he presented to 

the old Committee of Management of the Company. Under t he new legislation, 

I Geo. IV, c. 6, section V, the canal was required to be of the same 
1 

dimensions as tho se called for in the former Company • s enabling Act: 

forty feet wide, on the surface of the water, and twenty-eight feet 

wide, at the bottom. The canal would be five feet deep and was meant to 
2 

accommodate the largest Durham boats used on the St. Lawrence and to 

sorne extent, on the Great Lakes. The main reason for its generous width, 

was so that boats going in opposite directions could pass each other, 

without having to wait at special passing places. Although many Durh~a 

boats had sails as their main source of power, the narrow confines of a 

canal made the use of sail propulsion impractical. Draft animals, usually 

horses, were the best means of movine boats up and down canals in the 
3 

quickest possible manner. The CoillliÛssioners and Burnett naturally assumed 

that tm'ling would apply t o the Lachine Canal as well and made provision 

for a towpath, along the top of the canal•s northern embankment. 

In addition to the six locks t o raise and lmver boats, a reeu-

latin[: l ock, designated e.s t he first, t o control t he admission of >vater 

into the canal, we.s buil t ne ar Lachine, one mile f ro!"l i ts entrance. The 

second and third locks, of six fe et fall each, viere pl aced together, 

near t he junction of the canal and CÔte St. Paul, abt:-ut 1: . 6 miles 

1 

Lm-Jer Canada , Provinci:.l St1.t.utes , 59 Geo. U J , c. 6 (1819). 

Bouchette ~ives the weieht of the averaee-si zed Durhrun boat as 
fifteen t ons , The Br i t.ish Dorrini ons in North A7!!erica, I, 158 . The Lachine 
Ca.11al was desi311ed t o acco!ill'lodat e beat s of ov0r sbo::t y tons . 

3 
Hadfield, British Canals, p. 54. 
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(8100 yards) from the regulating lock. The fourth was situated 1.7 miles 

(3100 yards) from the previous two, in the south-west corner of what 

was then called the St. Joseph, or R~collet suburb. Although the outcome 

of the canal had been only generally fixed as the Port, three more locks 

were known to be necessary. They were eventually built of seven feet, 

eight inch fall each, at the Windmills. 

Altogether this was not a large number, considering that seventy-
1 2 

seven locks were required on the Erie and forty on the Welland. But the 

locks on the Lachine Canal were significant in that they were built en-

tirely of stone. The~r were also important in that nowhere else in North 
3 4 

America, or even Britain (with one exception ) had locks, as large and 

as solid.ly built as those on the La.chi.>1e, ever been constructed. To save 

expense and time, secondary considerations to the Comrnissioners of the 

Lachine Canal, the promoters of the \felland Canal saw t he wisdom of 

building wooden locks and those on the Erie were smaller, wi t h wooden 
5 

floors. But the Lachine Cornrnissioners made up their minds from the very 

beginning that 11ultimate economy11 would result, if the locks were firmly 

constructed of stone. 

Burnett 1 s design of these traditional pound locks was not unlike 

those which he had seen in Britain, except that they were considerably 

I, 797. 

1 
~fuitford, 11The Canal System and Its Influences, 11 p. 314. 

2 
Aitken, The Welland Canal Company, Appendix, IV, p . 147. 

3 
HacTaggart, Three Years i n Canada , I, 166- 167 . 

4 
The Forth-Cl yde Canal in Scotland. 

\nitford, History of the Canal System of the State of New York, 
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larger. The stone walls vJ'ere six feet thick and 1 e;routed, 1 or coated 

on the outside with thin fluid mortar, to seal off any apertures. They 

were sli~htly convex in shape, so that the boats would not be dashed 
1 

against the sides of a lock, as it vfas being filled 1'lith water. A layer 

of 1 puddling, 1 a mixture of clay, sand and water was put behind the stone 

masonry, as an added insurance ae;ainst vrater s~epinz into the locks. Their 

floors vrere also of stone, convex in sh1pe to protect against bucklinr:;, 

from the effects of water which might seep below the stones. These in-

verted arches resteè. on a la.~rer of thick wooden pla.nkine;. Sluices of 

masonry opened close to the floor of ea.ch lock, so that the~' could be 

filled or drained speedily, without the damage that might result to the 
2 

careo of boats, if water was poured in from the top of a lock. B~re-

washes or overshots >'lere set into the top of each lock to drain off any 

unnecessary water in them. 

Thirteen bridges were eventually built by the Commission: three 

imposing bridges of stone, tvm at Lachine ano one over the sixth lock, at 

the vlindrrLi..lls. The others appear to have been no more than foot bridges 

(the term 11 accommodation bridge11 was used in I Geo. IV, c. 6) of wood, 

placed between l':ontreal and Lachine, for the convenience of farmers who 

owned property on both sides of the canal. The 11 Little River11 or River 

St. Pierre, flmiing south-east through the Island from the 11 Little Lake, 11 

intersected the canal on the St. Gabriel farm, two thirds of the way 

1 
P.A.C., Q Series, Q 184 -1 -2 -3 -4, p. 459, Richardson and 

Grant to Heilson. 
2 
ibid. 
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down the canal. A tunnel, five feet in diameter, lined with stone, was 

built under the canal, to allm-1 the course of the stre~ to rema.in un-

impeded. 

After the lettine; of contracts early in July, operations began 

almost immediately. Agreement was quickly reached >vith the :rroprietors 

of lancl. throuch which the canal vm.s to be dug, between Grant 1 s property 

at Lachine and that of Nicholas Roland, where the second and third locks 
1 

would b0 b11ilt. In addition to the contract for excavation, that for 

the quarryinz, cuttint:: and delivery of stone for the locks was awarded 
2 

to Thomas l--~cKe.:'. Ver:' little in the w~:' of physical progress was 

achievcd that :re ar, since v-rorl{ beean very la te, e.n<i. both Commissioners 

and contractors took most of the season to organize themselves. Serious 

work had to wait until next season, although sorne excavation and stone 
3 

cutting, at Caughna>·msa, continued over the >vinter. 

b) U~on the arrival of sprine in 1822, the contractors for 

excavation, Phillips, \"fuite, Bae;g and \vait, were presented for the first 

time with the difficult:r that >vas to haunt their operations each suc-

ceedin.z ~rear. The lowlying lands of the canal' s upper reach, from the 

reQ.llatinc l ock to its entrance at Lachine, 1vas flooded by the swollen 

St. Lawrence River. vlork on that portion of the canal, as well as on 

1 
-Arbitrators for proprietors, on the one hand, and Comrnissioners, 

on the other, were appointed. Con1Ii-q.ssioners 1 Einutes, 11 June, 1821; for 
agreement see ibid., 9 July , 1821. Examples of arbitration bonds exist in 
Superior Court, Notarial Archives, Hontreal, Thomas Bedouin: 1236, 1305, 
1577, 1654 . 

2 
i bi d., 10 Dec., 1821; 21 Jan., 1822. 

3 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals , XXXI (1821-1822), Appendix ( I ), 

Report of Commissioners for 1821. 
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the section east of the regulating lock, up to the second lock, lvas held 
l 

up until mid-summer. Noreover, the Cornmissioners found that their funds 

were being unexpectedly and swiftly exhausted. Early in September, they 

estimated that 12,726 pounds, 4 shillings and 11 pence would be required, 

in order for them to continue operations to the end of the season and 
2 

over the winter. 

Burnett•s estimated cost of a canal in 1820, from Lachine to the 
3 

Cross and a branch to the Port, had amounted to 78,000 pounds. The Legis-

lators and Cornmissioners seem to have assumed that the considerable shorter 

canal, v1hich they had in mind, would cost in the vicinity of 45,000 pounds, 

or at least very little more than that original appropriation. Neither 

the Legislators, the Commissioners, or Burnett himself, could have knOl'ill 

how inaccurate either estimate was, because the extent of rock and the 

seriousness of spring floods were largely unknown. Horeover, since the 

final eastern terminus of the canal was changed in 1824, from the Port 

to the Windmills, they took no account of the cost of digging a channel 

and building a wharf, at the Windmills. Nonetheless, all the above par-

ties, might have been expected to foresee that an estimate, that blandly 

ienored the cost of buying land, building fences and numerous small items, 

which in the aggregate amounted to an appreciable sum, was a completely 

unreliable basis on which to proceed. Burnett should have been ordered 

1 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXII (1823), Appendix (D), 

Report of Commissioners for 1822. 
2 
Commissioners to Cochran, Commissioners' }tinutes, 9 Sept., 1822. 

3 
Committee !Jd.nutes, 8 Jan., 1821, Report of Engineer. 
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1 
to make an entirely new estimate of cost, which would have taken careful 

account of changes in the priee of labour and materials, the cost of 

land, fences, bridges, locks and, above all, the coat of carrying the 

canal through swamps and the "Little River'', blatantly obvious problems. 

Instead, the Commissioners, and more surprisingly the Legislature, seem. 

to have been content with Burnett•s obsolete 1820 estimate and a new 
2 

"plan of operations". As the construction season of 1822 was drawing to 

a close, the Commissioners were beginning to discover that their pragmatic 

approach was not the most trouble-free way of carrying out their res-

ponsibility. They now saw that the 45,000 pounds fund at their disposal 

would not be sufficient, but they were still unable to calcula te the 
3 

ultimate cost of the canal. 

It was partly for this reason, the shortage of funds and the 

desire to conserve what they still had left to spend, that the Corn-

missioners requested the Legislature to allow them to alter the canal 1 s 
4 

route. Instead of swinging north across the Lachine Turnpike Road 

1 
There ia sorne slight evidence that Burnett made a new survey 

of the line of the Canal; see Petition to Legislature, Lower Canada, 
Assembly Journals, XXXI (1821-1822), 120-121. 

2 
This "plan of operations" was not found in any of the archives 

or museums which were investigated. 
3 
In their Annual Report of 1822, the Connnissioners "estimated" 

that (besides the 45,000 pounds originally given them) 25,000 pounds 
would be sufficient for them to complete the Canal to the Port, Lower 
Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXII (1823), Appendix (D). 

4 
ibid. 
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(a continuation of Notre Dame Street), east of the fourth lock, the 

Commissioners arrued that., if the canal kept south of the Tumpike and 

proceeded throueh the St. Gabriel farm and St. Anne 1 s suburb to the Port 

at M:unn's (shipyard), much money would be saved. Since January, 1822, a 

debate over the canal 1 s route had been rar;ing in Hontreal newspapers. 
1 

The controversy had be en touched off b~r the Connnissioners 1 annual report 
2 

for 1821 in which they requested permission to change the canal's route, 

so that it would enter the St. Lavœence at the ;;lindmills. This plan was 
3 

supported by a petition of a Nontreal group, presumably businessmen. A 

counter petition was presented to the Assembly by an opposing e;roup eight 

days later. Their plan was to have the canal 1 s route moved further north, 

apparently to ensure that it ".·J'Ould eventually be extended to the foot of 

the Current St. ï·Iar;J. However, one year later, the Connnissioners made 

renewed and more urgent suggestions for altering the eastern terminus of 

the canal. By the end of 1822, the first round of debating on the matter 

had burned itself out under heaps of grandiloquent verbiage. In their 

report for 1822, the Commissioners studiously clarified their position 

1 
The dispute was over the eastern terminus of the Lachine Canal, 

one party favouring the Windmills, west of the Port, and the other favour
ing the Cross at the foot of the Current St. Vmry. See Canadian Courant, 
2 Feb., 1822, signed "A CITIZEN11 whose argwnents in faveur of the Wind
mills were labelled by "A Friend to Public Improvements, 11 writing in the 
Hontreal Herald, 9 Feb., 1822, as 11 the grovelling ideas of an interested 
citizen. 11 See also Hontreal Herald, 16 Feb., 1822, and especially Quebec 
Gazette, 15 Apr., 1822, for an interesting piece of writing, on the route, 
entitled 11Extract from an Historical Description of Canada, to be pub
lished in the year •••• u 

2 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXI (1821-1822), Appendix (I), 

Report of Commissioners for 1821. 
3 
ibid.' 1.20-1.21. 



- 83 -

as bein3 motivated entirely by 11 public interest11 and that their only 
1 

wish was to save unnecessary expense. The canal could still be taken 

to the Cross eventually, they maintained, but since this was only an 

eventual possibility at best, the canal should be built ~ in conform-

ity with the utmost frugality, within the bounds of reason. This very 

matter was at the heart of the route controversy, each side having claimed 

that their favourite ternùnus for the canal was, not only the best, but 
2 

the cheapest. 

In }7arch, 1823, the Assembly came down hard on the Commissioners, 

pamphleteers, letter writers and editors, after a lengthy hearing on the 

route question, in a Special Committee of the House of Assembly. The Com-

rnissioners were ordered to build the canal according to the plan and 
3 

route already agreed upon, i.e. to the Port, and for the time beine the 

matter subsided and was largely forgotten, as the protectors of 11 public 

interest11 became enamoured of much more dramatic causes, such as the 

Union Bill. The House also accepted the Special Committee's recommend-
4 

ation that an additional 12,000 pounds be appropriated for the canal. 

1 
ibid., XXXII (1823), Appendix (D), Report of Commissioners for 

1822. 
2 
See Remarks on the Lachine Canal, (I-lontreal: 1822) James Brown; 

'rheodore Davis, Re 1~ to Remarks on the Lachine Canal, (Iviontreal: 1822) 
Nahum Nower. Beth pamphlets also printed in French location : P.A.C.). 

3 
As a sop to the Cross advocates, the Assembly also ordered the 

Comrnissioners to find the cast of land over which the canal might, in 
future, be taken to the Cross, Lower Canada, Assemblv Journals, XXXII 
(1823), 150. 

4 
Lower Canada, Provincial Statutes, 3 Geo. IV, c. 23 (1823), 

An Act to appropriate a certain sum of money therein-mentioned, towards 
continuine and completing the Lachine Canal. 
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l 
A eood deal of >vork was beGUll, and much completed, in 1822. 

Seme stonecuttin~ ha.d been carried on over the uinter, at Cattf:;hne.waga, 

and considerable excavo.tion a.s well, hut most of the procress vfas made 

durinc; the la te sprj.ng and sumrner. Sorne of the r-w.sonry on the reeuJ.~tin,:: 

lock and ~djoining basin was finishcd, and the section from t~ere to 

eSte St. Paul, was also partly completed. lciuch of t!:le fi ve theus and ~ra rd 

section adjacent to c3te St. Paul, runnin~ up to the second ~~à third 

loclcs was finished, and the excavation from there to the fourth lock was 

be~. B~r and large, the contra.ctors ffb excavation had proven to be 

satisfacto~r to the Co~~ssioners and, aside from a minor dispute, over 
2 

the measurement of excavation in rock, for which they were paid extra, 

relations between them >vere good. 

c) To the credit of the Corrunissioners, the~' successfully 

avoided most of the bitter charges and recriminations that clouded the 

air during the route controversy. It might be areued that the debate 

could have been avoided altogether, had they been more farsighted. But 

it is probable, on the ether hand, that the route laid down in 1 Geo.IV, 

c. 6, was a compromise solution, reached after a lengthy debate on the 

matter in the Assembly. Thus it would have been difficult for the Corn-

missioners, and certainly untactful of them, to have recommended, at 

the outset, changing a decision that had been arrived at only with 

1 
Lmver Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXII (1823), Appendix (D), 

Report of Commissioners for 1822. 
2 
Commissioners 1 ~ünutes, 12 Aug., 1822. The Commissioners found 

it necessa~J to chide the contractors for not working fast enough, ibid., 
7 Oct., 1822; 13 Jan., 1823. 



- 85 -

difficulty. In the light of this view of the route question, the Com-

missioners 1 handling of the volatile situation was wise. Their early 

suspicion that the Port would be an unimaginably expensive terminus 

for the canal, was not taken seriously by the Assembly, until it was 

clearly shown that the Commissioners' fears were well-founded. By the 

end of the 1821 construction season, the Commissioners believed and, one 

year later, the Legislators were also beginning to realize that the canal 

would cost more than they had originally thought. By the same time in 

1823, the latter were largely convinced that one Inethod of curtailing 

the soaring costs of the project, was to change its direction to a, 
l 

perhaps less desirable, but less expensive destination. 

The Commissioners cannet be commended, however, on the way in 

which they managed the planning and financing of the project. Although 

neither dishonest or indifferent in carrying out their responsibility, 

they are blameworthy for not securing a more accurate estimate of the 

canal 1 s ultimate cost. The unforeseen and unavoidable expenses would 

have made any estimate inaccurate and the Commissioners would have been 

compelled to appeal to the Assembly for more funds. Nonetheless, any 

itemized estimate would have been closer to reality than the rough 

guessing and rule of thumb, which they seem to have used. A more size-

able initial grant might have been forthcoming, or, at least later assis-

tance from the Legislature nüght have been more unhesitatingly secured. In 

either case, operations during 1823 and 1824 would probably have proceeded 

1 
A Canal to the foot of the Current St. I·la!""IJ would, without doubt, 

have been of great assistance to beats or ships bound for Nontreal from 
~uebec, because of the St. l•:iarJ' s Current. 
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in a less impeded, more consistent manner. Nonetheless, when Legislative 

financial aid for the canal ail but ceased during 1823, Richardson and 

his fellow Commissioners commendably sought temporar.y assistance else

where. 

The Commissioners were, up until the end of 1822, indeed 

throughout the fi ve years of the canal' s construction, possessed of 

obvious and sincere devotion to the ir duties. Their Minutes abound with 

instances of special meetings being called to deal with new and unfore

seen difficulties. They were drawn a.lnlost entirely from the Montreal 

commercial class, whose interest in seeing the completion of a Lachine 

Canal has been dealt with in previous chapters. In spi te of their 

mishandling of some aspects of the project, their concern for the co~ 

mercial prestige of Montreal ensured a high level of diligent direction 

for the canal. 
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Chapter 8 Comp1eting the Canal: 1823 - 10~6 

Durine; 1823, the Commissioners Here not on1y faced with the 

usua1 construction prob1ems, but a1so with a shortat::e of funds. Hork 

on the canal during the construction season proceeded at a slovTer pace, 

and the normall:r extensive stonecuttinc e.t C~ushn~waga, durin:: the winter, 

ceased alto~ether. 

a) Althou::h t0.e Le::;-islatnre he.d appropriated 12,000 rounds for 
1 

the canal in Fe.rch, the money was not forthcomin,e fror:l the e;overnment. 

Its fjnances vfere in a seriousl:r depleted condition foll .mdn:3 C~ldwel1, 

the Receiver General's, embarrassnent in 1822. Only about 8,500 pounds, 
?. 

of the orie;:i.n?.l fm1d ~"~f !; 5,000 pounds, \iê.S 1 eft and. nnlees nere money 

c:>.me into tl-1~ hands of the ComrniesionPrs soon, the~' 1-rculd be compe1led 

to reduce or susP':md pa:yments to the va r :i_ous contré',ctors, "'-S we11 as to 

the workmen emplo:red b:' the Co:nr!1ission itsc1f. Operations >vould slow 

down, or halt entirely, and i f the latter, the organiz.ati.on built up over 

the p.?..St three :rears vrould alr1ost certé:.inl:r disinter;rate. Temporari1:r, at 

least, some r.'leans hart t o be found t o keep the project movint;, hmvever 

slm'lly, and in t he ebsence of eoverrunent aid, Richardson used his 11 good 

offices11 to secure money from an unexpectod source. The B~nk of t !:ontreal 

accepted the personé'.l notes of Richardson, its pr e sident, for sums 

1 
Ryland to Commissioners, Cormnissioners' Hinutes, 7 Eay, 1823. 

2 
CoiiJTtlissioner s to ~~yland, ibi d. 
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l 
amounting to 3,500 pounds. Toward the end of the season, in Septernber, 

when it had been made clear to them that none of the 12,000 pounds 

appropriation from the Legislature would be sent that year, the Com-
2 

missioners negotiated further loans from the Bank of Hontreal. 

Because the suggestion of the Commissioners to alter the line 

of the cane.l hc.d been refused, they had been ohliged to conduct negoti-

ations with proprietors of land in the St. Anne suburb, throueh which 

the canal \vas mee.nt to proceed. Durinr; the course of the se discussions, 

the Commissioners realized that the cost of building the canal there 
3 

would be inunense. Not only would it be expensive to remove buildings, 

construct several road bridges and compensate property-owners for damage, 

but the whole process would be t ime-consuming and annoying. The hearty 

daymen, employed to do the pick and shovel 1vork of digging the canal, 

were not as respectful of fences, gardens and farm animals as the law 

required, and the Commissioners justly suspected that this scavenging 

would get out of hand, in the densely populated suburb of St. Anne. They 

again beseeched the Assembly to authorize a change in the canal 1 s route, 
4 

so that St. Anne 1 s and ~-1unn' s shipyard might be avoided cornpletely. This 

l 
ibid., 21 July, 11 Aug., 25 Aug., 1823. 

2 
These loans amounted to 8,000 pounds, apparently in addition to 

the money secured by Richardson earlier. Both Richardson and George Garden 
signed notes for this larger amount, renewable after ninety days, ~inutes 
of Directors of Bank of l-1ontrea1, 12 Sept., 1823, Surranarized Extracts in 
possession of Nr. Eerrill Denison, historian of Bank of Hontreal. 

3 
Thomas Nunn is supposed to have demanded 10,000 pounds for a 

piece of land for the canal through his shipyard to the St. Lawrence, 
P.A.C., Q Series, Q 184 -1 -2 -3 -4, p. 419, Richardson and Grant to 
Neilson. 

4 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXIII (1823-1824), Appendix 

(D), Report of Commissioners for 1823. 
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could be accomplished by keeping the canal well south of the Turnpike and 

through the St. Gabriel farm, to the Windmills on the St. Lawrence above 

the Port. 

'l'here was not much progress on the canal during 1823, and what 

was achieved, came about only after much haranguing and threatening of 

the contractors for excavation, by the Commissioners. The former had 

subcontracted to another group, the job of digging the canal from the 

regulating lock to the entrance at Lachine, but as late as the end of 
l 

July, the job was being entirely neglected. High floods that year along 
2 

with annoying procrastination by the contractors, prevented the removal 

of the remaining rock formations, in the section irnmediately east of the 

regulatin~ lock. However, several more communication or foot bridges over 

the canal \'lere finished and the final touches were put to the imposing 

stone bridge over the regulating lock. The swampy land east of the second 

and third locks had been removed and replaced, by a three hundred foot 

long embankment of earth, taken from higher ground in the vicinity. The 

location of the canal entrance at Lachine was altered, by shortening the 

mile-long stretch, which bordered the river at Lachine, and carrying the 

canal into the deep water of the St. Lawrence, in an earthen pier of one 
3 

hundred feet. Excavation below the second and third locks was continued 

l 
Commissioners 1 }linutes, 28 July, 1823. 

2 
ibid., 19 Hay, 1823. 

3 
The Commissioners decided, that this change would not only save 

them 1,000 pounds, the cost of purchasing land along the river, but the 
embankment would serve as a shelter for a basin created between the acute 
angle of t he embankment and the river bank, Lower Canada, Assembly Journals , 
XXXIII (l823-l82l,), Appendix (D). 
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and much of it completed, before funds were exhausted in the late fall. 

All vmrk appears to have ceased by the first of December. 

b) \Vhen construction began in 1824, nmch of the gloom and frus-

tration of the previous year had been dispelled. The Comrnissioners were 

authorized to borrovr 20,000 pounds, to continue on the work by special 
1 

~\ct of the Legislature, h Geo. IV, c. 16. The loans to the Comr:Iissioners 

frorr. the Bank of Eontrea.l were repayed by the [overnrnent. Thus, for the 

time beine, the re \<Vas no shortae;e of funds, hence no financial impediment 

to vj_gorous effort::: to complete the canal. 

Also in sharp contrast ta the previous year, was the removal of 

doubt and discussion about its route. Hot only were t~e Cor.1P.1issioners free, 

to decide on and build over the least troublesome, most inexpensive route 

to the St. Lav;rcnce, but the:r were no lon~er badge red b;~r controversy about 

the desirability of eventually building to the Cross. The House of Assemb]y 
2 

accepted the recommendations of a Special ComrrQttee, which studied a 
3 

special report of the Commissioners, on the value of lands between the 

existine; line of the canal and the Cross. In 1823, the Comnüssioners had 

been ordered to make this survey, for the idea in the minds of the Legis-

lators then, was, that even if the canal could not be extended to the foot 

1 
Lovrer Canada, Provincial Statutes, 4 Geo. IV, c. 16 (1824), 

An Act to authorize the Commissioners appointed for the Completion of 
the Canal between Lachine and 11ontreal, to effect a Loan for that 
purpose, and to establish rates of Tolls to pass thereon. The Com
missioners were thereby allowed to borrow from lenders offering between 
1,000 and 5,000 pounds. 

2 
Lower Canada, Assemb1y Journa1s, XXXIII (1823-1824), 295. 

3 
ibid., Append:L"'\: (D), No. II. 



- 91 -

of the Current St. 1-';ary irrunediatel~r, at least the land rnight be acquired. 

But t he Corrunissioners esti1nated that the cost would be nearl~r 16,000 

pounds and the Special Corrunittee recorn..mended that 11 it would be proper to 

"Lofait until experience shall have s hovm how far the completion of the first 

part of the Canal would be advantageous to the Tracte of this Country, 

before comine to a decision whether it ought to be continued out of public 
1 

revenue. 11 Thus the Cross, as the ultimate destination of the Lachine 

Canal, >'fas abandoned, perrnanently as it turned out, for even when it was 
2 

rebuilt in 1848, the existing route was closely followed. Lone before 

this the public argument and editorializing of the v<inter of 1822 had 

disappeared, and the once vociferous proponents of the Cross accepted the 

Assembly1 s decision with not a whimper of protest. 

In spite of comparative freedom from financial difficulties, 

work on the canal in 1824 proceeded at a pace little better than the 

painfully slow shuffle of the previous year. Huch of it remained to be 

completed in 1825, and even sorne in 1826. The weather and recurring 

spring floods were partially to blame for the delay, but since these 

problems were met with eve~r year, they cannot really be an adequate 

explanation for the lack of accomplishments in 1824. The slow progress 

of the work were explainable by two developments: serious damage to the 

1 
ibid.' 121. 

2 
?:i. .J. Paton, 11 Shipping and Canals," in Industrial Expansion, 

Vol. X of Canada and Its Provinces, eds. Adam Shortt and Arthur G.Doughty, 
(22 vols.; Toronto: Glasgow, Brook and Company, 1914), 510. 
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canal, where it was intersected by the 11Little River•, and a major 

disagreement between the Commissioners and the contractors for excavation. 

Normally a shallow meandering creek, the 11Little River11 had swollen that 

spring into a sizeable river which, on reaching the canal, swept away 

much of the painfully built earth embanlanent. The damage would have been 

catastrophic had the firth, sixth and seventh locks at the Windmills been 

under construction, for the barges loaded with stone would have been 

unable to use the canal. Nonetheless, considerable time and money were 

expended in repairing the banks and in constructing a basin, on the north 

side of the canal, where it was hoped surplus water would collect, during 

future spring floods. 

The particular problem that year, which made for the greatest 

loss of time, was the disagreement between the Commissioners and con-

tractors, over the priee of excavating the channel between the Windmills 
1 

and the Port. Most of the work was to be done during the winter. Since 

the job had not been part of the original contract between them, the two 

parties carried on separate negotiations on the matter, in September. They 

failed to reach an agreement and the Commissioners decided to wait until 

the fo11owing year, in the hopes of receiving a more acceptable tender. 

However, because no one else seemed to be interested in the work on the 

Commissioners 1 terms, they were obliged to hire workmen themselves, rent 

the contractors 1 equipment and hire Andrew White, a member of the Phillips 1 

1 
Commissioners 1 Minutes, 3 Sept., 1824. 
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l 
group, to supervise the job. The Commissioners refused to give the work 

to the Phillips group, the contractors for excavation because they felt 

the latter1 s tender was too high. Relations between them had shown signs 

of strain in 1823, and there is evidence of sorne vindictiveness on both 
2 

sides when the channel and wharf job was discussed. Nonetheless, at 

this late date, the Commissioners should have been prepared to make sorne 

concessions, or at least swallow their pride, in an effort to get the 

canal completed. This would have been a wise decision, in view of the 

fact that the contractors were the only ones with the equipment, trained 

men and administrative experience immediately available. 

By the middle of the season, seven miles of the canal had been 

completed and it was opened in mid-August to commercial traffic, down 
3 

to the fourth lock. The Commissioners cruised dmm the length of the 
4 

canal in the 11 Jane, 11 a replica of the boats that plied the British 

canals. EY..cavation between the fourth l ock and the three at the Wind-

mills was continued durine the construction season and was completed by 

the fall. All that appeared to be done the following year was the corn-

pletion of the locks, the excavation of the channel and the construction 

of the wharf at the ivindmills. 

The Cor.:nnissioners borrowed, as they had been permitted, 20,000 

1 
ibid. 

2 
i bid. 

3 
ibid., 11 Aug., 1824; Canadian Courant, 18 Aug., 1824. 

4 
The 11 Jane11 belonged to Hr. Greenfield of Nontreal and took 

passengers up and down the canal for several years. 
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pormds from various sources, during the summer. But by the end of the 

year, most of it had been expended and, in their annual report, they 

asked the Legislators for authorization to borrm~ 30,000 pormds more. 

They explained to the Legislature that 11 there vms no practical guide 

for them in this count~J in a work of the like magnitude, and the 

nature of this climate required precautions which are not needed in 
1 

one more temperate, 11 and went on to explain how important it was to 

build 11with a view to duration. 11 

The Special Committee of the Assembly, which dealt with the 

Commissioners 1 report, considered their new financial plight and, in 

a report to the House, recommended that the Commissioners be permitted 
2 

to borrow and additional 30,000 pounds. However, the Special Comrnittee 

couched its recommendation, in the form of a mildly critical observation, 

that, the cost of the canal had already assumed unexpected proportions. 

The Committee expressed the hope that with these funds, it would at last 

be completed. Their words amounted to a guarded, but unmistakable, chiding 

of the Commissioners, for their conscientious, but unplanned and unorgan-

ized direction of operations. 

c) Construction during the win ter and surmner of the following 

year, broue;ht the canal to virtual cornpletion. Operations were confined 

largely to the masonry, on the three lower locks, the excavation of the 

channel and the construction of the wharf at the lündrnills. The channel 

l 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, miV (1825), Appendix (C), 

Report of Commissioners for 1824. 
2 
ibid., 259-261. 
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was protected from the damaging wash of the river, by a low embankment 

of earth, taken from the fifth, sixth and seventh lockpits. Stone houses 

for lockkeepers, at each series of locks, were begun. 

This year the Commissioners attempted to solve the annual problem 

of flooding at the junction of the 11Little River" and the canal, by deep-
1 

ening the channel of the creek above and below the canal. This would, 

they hoped, increase its rate of flow thus making it easier for the water 

to run off, in the spring. Attempts to secure the co-operation in this 

endeavour, of ether property-owners bordering the creek, met \rith deter-

rnined resistance. Several of then1 filed suit against the Commissioners, 

for alleged damage to their property, due to the seepage of water from 
2 

the canal. Kost of the difficulties facing the Comrnissioners that year 
3 

were miner. 

Out of a total of 107,000 pounds received by the Commissioners 

up to that time, all but 2,079 pounds had been spent by the end of the 
4 

1825 construction operations. However, since the canal was now virtually 

completed and could expect to be earning tells, no additional appropri-

ations , or authorizations f or 1oans, were necessarJ. 

d) Throughout the almost six years of the canal' s construction, 

1 
Commissioners 1 Fiinutes, 11 July, 1825. 

2 
These actions, filed by hessrs. Chaprna.n, Jackson, Hurtibise, 

Pigeon and Finlay, were disrnissed on 18 Feb., 1825; see Commissioners• 
I'iinutes, 25 I>îarch, 1825, but Finlay won his action on appeal, ibid., 
20 Nov., 1826. -

3 
A dispute with 1-:cKay, the contracter for stone , over his f inal 

statement to the ComnQssioners, was settled by arbitrati on; see Lower 
Canada, Assemblv Journa1s, X:IJJJ (1826), Appendix (A), Supplementary Report 
of Commissioners for 1825 . 

4 
~., Report of Commissioners for 1825. 
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the \mrk h:.ld been unexpectedly delayed, b~r flooding from bath the St. 

Lav;rence and sprin.z runoff on the Island itse:'..f. It is cl.oubtful whether 

any useful precautions could have been te.ken BEB-inst this problem. The 

inexperience of the contractors for excavation and their •wrl<nen, in this 

kind of work, 1.-.ras also an essentially unprevenb.ble ctifficcùty. It was 

also virtuaJly impossible to avoid the rock formation i11 the eastern section 

of +.he Island, no matte!' hou expensive or time-consui'!in.e; the vT'Jrk b~came. 

A!'cther factor whic.h contributed to the event.ue.l hieh cast of the canal 

(per mile a.'1d per locl<:), was the steadfast deter:unation of the Cor:Jmission-

ers to bui1d a 11 lastin_s 1.'>~ork. 11 Finally, presuminc the.t all the contractors 

were 11 honest 11 (or that the engineer anà various overse8rs were sufficicntl~r 

astu.tc to CŒ'tpel thern to be so), the eventual cost of the canal can be ex-

plained. Althou::h a shallm'l'er canal viith rmoden rather than stone locks, 

vrmùd have been much less tirne consuming and less expensive to build, most 

of the expense a.'1d loss of time was legitimately incurred under these 

circumstances. 

After nore than five years of tiring labour, the Commissioners, 
1 

contractors, labourers, carpenters, mas ons and Burnett 1 s memory, were 

honoured by the superbly constructed canal. Visitors to Hontreal admired 

the work, especially the locks, which served as models for those on the 
2 3 

Grenville and Rideau Canals. The Lachine Canal was a momunent to the 

1 
He died, of an unknown illness, perhaps aggravation, before the 

work was finished in November, 1824; see Commissioners' Hinutes, Nov., 1824. 
2 
Bouchette, The British Dominions in North America, I, 155. 

3 
}~cTaggart, Three Years in Canada, I, 165. The locks of the 

Rideau, although planned to be the same size as of the Lachine, l'lere made 
large enough for steamboats, Legget, Rideau \~aterway, p. 44. 
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skill and perseverance of all directly connected with it, especially 

the long-suffering Comnissioners who can only be criticised for not 

making better provision for the detailed planning and financing of the 

project. The canal graced the countryside and town through which it 
l 2 

flowed. Along its landscaped banks, the people of Eontreal promenaded 

on a Sunday afternoon, or went aboard the 11 Jane, 11 for a pleasant two 

hour excursion from the town to Lachine. Those who knew of the construction 

of the Erie Canal, could justifiably look dawn their noses at that shallo~ 
3 

affair •vith smaller locks, which was completed in 1825. But, if any were 

able to make a closer comparison between the Lachine and Erie Canals, their 

self-satisfaction would have been rudely dispelled as they counted the 

number of boats and took rough note of the volume of traffic moving down 

the Erie. 

l 
Canadian Courant, 9 Aug., 1826. 

2 
Leo-Paul Desrosiers, 1"1.S.R.C., 11 Mes Tablettes, 11 Les Cahiers des 

Dix, Vol. 12, pp. 75-92. See p. 85, extract from Journal of Hr. Romuald 
Trudeau, a r;i:ontreal apothecary, who wrote in 1826: 11 l'entrée du canal de 
La Chine (est] la plus belle et la ~lus agréable promenade de tout Montréal. 
On y jouit tout à la fois de la fraicheur de l'air, de la perspective d'une 
grande étendue du fleuve St. Laurent, et de 1 1 aspect de la ci té qui 1 1 a voisine'J 
On the stone bridge over the sixth lock he wrote, 11vous avez un des plus 
beaux points de vue possible." 

3 
P.A.C., Q Series, 184 -1 -2 -3 -4, p. 419, Richardson and Grant 

to Neilson. 
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Chapter 9 Labour 

Althouc:h the source material which directl:r pertains to working 

conditions on the Lachine Canal is sparse, a brief statement on labour 

has its place in this thesis. Euch of the information used here was taken 
1 

from the business records of Stanley Bagg, one of the contractors for 

excavatine the canal. 

The labour employed to die the ca.11al was composed almost entirely 

of Irish immigrants. Ha.ny of them were Ulstermen but the vast majority have 
2 

names which suggest southern Irish origin. There v.rere Canadiens in the 
3 

excavatinE; crews, but they never formed a sizeable segment of that group, 

although they proba.bly were more numerous in stonecuttine, at Caughnawaga. 

EcKay, who supplied the stone for the locks on the Rideau Canal, employed 
4 

mainly Canadiens and probably moved many of his workrnen from Caughnawaga 

up to his new work. 

l-1echanical means of removing earth from a canal bed were not 

available in those days, so that large numbers of men were needed to dig 

the canal with pick and shovel. Ploughs and herse-scrapers were used to 

loos en earth, but the bulk of the work \ias performed by men removing 

1 
IVicCord f.î:useum, 1'-!cGill University, Bagg Records. 

2 
ibid., T:ime Books and Pay Lists. 

3 
See H.C. Pentland, 11The Development of a Capitalistic Labour 

l•Iarket in Canada, 11 C.J.E.P.s., Vol. J.:X:.J, (Nov., 1959), p. 458. 
4 
HacTaggart, Three Years in Canada, I, 251. 
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1 
the earth and rock. ~fhere solid rock was encountered near Lachine, 

2 
gunpowder was used, with much danger to life and l:ilnb of the vrorkmen. 

In Britain, these men carried the name of "navvies," short for navigators, 

a term attached to them because of the significance of canals or river 
3 

i.mprovements to inland transportation. The \'rork of die;e;ine; the Lachine 

Canal was organized in much the same way as it was in Britain. The con-

tractors appointed foremen to supervise the day labourers and many of 

the latter were promoted to these more responsible positions, between 

1821 and 1825. A number of the foremen were subcontractors to whom 

Phillips, White, Bagg and Hait gave out certain sections of the work. 

In Britain, the men attracted to this kind of work were mainly 

itinerant ae;ricultural labourers, displaced small farmers and immigrants. 

In Canada where most of the population were engaged in sedenta~J agri-

cultural pursuits, there was, up till the end of the vlar of 1812-1814, 

no sizeable group whose existence would render them likely to accept the 
h 

conditions of employment imposed by canal construction. As late as 

1815, a serious suggestion was made to recruit a special mobile force 

1 
Primitive machinery for felling trees and grubbine; roots was 

used by contractors on the Erie Canal, ~·fuitford, History of the Canal 
System of the State of New York, I, 91. A machine desiened by Phelps, 
a contracter on the Helland Canal, was used to raise loaded carts out 
of the canal pit; Aitken, The Welland Canal Company, pp. 61, 157 n. 
There is no evidence that either machine was used in digging the Lachine 
Canal. 

2 
Several serious accidents to workmen are recorded, Commissioners' 

l'-iinutes, 14 June, 1 Nov., 1824; 31 Dec., 1825. 
3 
Hadfield, British Canals, p. 37. 

4 
Pentland, ou. cit., p. 458. 
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of one thousand men, to build all canals needed in the Canadas, as a 

solution to the problem of finding sufficient trained men, in the various 
1 

sections of the Provinces. However, in the years immediately following 

the \'lar of 1812-1814, a growing tide of immigration came to British North 
2 

America from Britain. Landing first at Quebec, most of these 11 emigrants11 

moved on to Upper Canada or the United States to take up farms. But the 

westward flow left behind a residue of people financially lesa fortunate, 
.3 

less skilled and perhaps more bewildered by their new conditions, than 

the others who were moving on to the vfest. Without skills or useful trades 

and without capital to start farming (and often with little inclination 

to do so), these immigrants were attracted to the type of work offered 

by canal construction. It required no tools, or other investment on their 

part, little skill, and paid immediate, if not large, returns. ~Œmy 

immigrants were in need of work to earn subsistance soon after arrival, 

and had neither time, nor funds to search out better jobs, or travel far 

from the port of debarkation. Thus, many of them were prepared to accept 

day labour employment, auch as that offered on the Lachine Canal. The 

impoverished circumstances of many immigrants had motivated editors of 

Montreal newspapers, during the years immediately preceding the co~ 

mencement of the canal, to write articles asking for their employment 

1 
Montreal Gazette, 23 Dec., 1815. 

2 
A.R.l1. Lower, "Immigration and Settlement in Canada 1812-182011 , 

C.H.R., Vol. III, (March, 1922), pp. 46-47, gives figures for 1816-1819 • 
.3 
1-iarcus L. Hansen, The Mingling of the Canadian and American 

Peoples, (2 vols.; Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: Division 
of Economies and History; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1940), I, 99. 
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l 
on public works. These proposals were motivated by humanitarian feelings, 

although the plight of the 11 ew.igrants 11 was an additional argument, which 

could be used periodically, ta urge the immediate construction of canals. 

Hmfever, it was a valid argument, for the apparent alacrity vdth which 

irnnügra.nts took up em:rlo;yment opportunities on the canal, and the fact 

that the~r formed a large proportion of the labour force, indicates the ir 

need for employnent. 

The pay of canal workmen varied, depending on the nature of the 

1·1ork performed, on the danger attending certain jobs and the skill, or 

training, needed tc 1~rform then. The contractors for excavation seened 

to have fcllowed the customé?..IJ' hierarchy, set up on construction projects, 

where lar_'3e nurJCbers of men vrere involvect. 'l'o 9erforr'l the pick a.nd shovel 

l.fork and :rush loaded 1.-Theelbarrov;s, were the coi!lJ'l.on 1abourers, or daymen, 

ano. over them vlere the forernen, or heads of p.::.rties, into vrhich the 

da.ymen vrere grc-uped. Nuch depended on the foremen, the man mmediP.teJ.:r 

in che.r~e of the i'TOrk, since he Wé'.s res:'onsible f'=',.. or::;anizing his rarty 

3.nd gctting thq most work possible out of the men in it. A third small 

catee;OIJ' of wor!Œlcn Ive re the blacksmiths, c<:trpenters and the ir assistants. 

T!:.e:' number few, in cor.tparison with the large numbers of da,j'I!len that vlere 

employed; their wages >vere a:rpro::dmatel;y double those o:: the da,j'I!len, whose 
2 

pay varied between 2 and 2 shillin[';G 6 pence per day. Foremen received 

6 pence per da;:r more than the ir subordinates, a.s did another group called 

1 

-Hontreal HeraJ-d, 15 Aug., 29 Aug., 1818; Eontreal Gazette, 
12 Jan., 1820; also Quebec Hercury, 29 July, 1817. 

2 
Bagg Records, Pa,';' Lists. 
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"drillers 11 or 11 drillmen, 11 those eneaged in the onerous work of cutting 

heles in the rock to insert gunpowder for blasting. 

The masons, labourers and carpenters employed àirectly by 

the Conunission to build the locks ,.,orked under an overseer, who was 

responsible directly to the Eneineer. The pay of Commission employees 

was supposedly similar to the above although a strike for hieher pay 
1 

on Aueust 5th, 6th and 7th, 1825, by carpenters may be evidence to 

the contrarJ. In any event, this strike like the other for shorter 

hours, by masons and labourers on the regulating lock, two years ear-
2 

lier, was harshly dealt with by the Commissioners: the men were warned 

or dismissed. 

An interesting feature of the system of payment used by the 

contractors for excavation, was the establishment of what seems to have 

be en a 11 company store11 at Lachine, where the men could take part of their 
3 

pay in goods. The store sold the men a good deal of rum and beer, along 

with sorne food. Hany men were provided with shelter and board by Bagg 

and his associates, presumably with appropriate deductions from their 

pay. lfuile the se practises may seem, at first glanee, to consti tute 

profiteerin~, it should be pointed out that payment in goods does not 

appear to have been compulsorJ, as it was later durine the enlargement 

l 
Commissioners' ~dnutes, 15 Aug., 1825. 

2 
ibid., 22 Hay, 1823. 

3 
Bagg Records, }:en 1 s Store Account Books and Pay Lists. 
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1 
of the canal in 1843. Horeover, this form of pa.yment liaS only about 

twenty percent of the total payro11 and never went above twenty-five 

percent. In view of the ammrnt of c1ipped and 11 sweated11 coinage cir-

culating in those days, it was perhaps helpful to the labourers to be 

paid partly in goods. 

The season for most efficient excavation usually lasted from 

mid-July to the end of September, and, though sorne digging was carried 
2 

on over the winter, it was not as extensive as during the suwner season. 

Easonry on the locks could onlJr be executed during the sumrner a.nd after 

the first frost, the unconpleted stonework was covered with straw, until 

the following spring. By present day standards, the working day of the 

labourers was long. It lasted fourteen hours, from five in the morning 

until seven in the evening. However, in view-r of the short construction 

season, especially for masonry work, these hours viere perhaps necessar'J. 

In any case, this was the excuse used by the Commissioners in refusing 
3 

the demands for a shorter working day. 

The employees of both f:IcKay, the contracter for supplJring stone, 

and the contractors for excavation lived on their respective work sites, 

the former at Ca.ughna.waga and the latter in the vicinity of Lachine. The 

members of the digging crews who cou1d not be accommodated in the blrnk-
4 

house built by the contractors, appear to have put up their own tents 

(Sept., 

1 
See Pentland, 11The Lachine Strike of 1843, 11 C .H .R., Vol. XXIX, 

19h8), pp. 255-277. 
2 
Bagg Records, Pay Lists, 1821-1822. 

3 
Commissioners 1 1-:inutes, 22 Lay, 1823. 

h 
Canadian Courant, 6 Oct., 1821. 
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and shanties or have secured room and board with local inhabitants. 

Single men were probably housed in the bunkhouse, whereas those accom-

panied by their families inhabited the makeshift dwellings. Accommodation 

at the work site was necessary because of the total lack of fast transpor-

tation facilities to and from the closest urban settlement, Montreal. 

Those who worked on the canal, particularly the daymen, held 

true to the colourful traditions of their British counterparts. They 

were an earthly, hard-drinking, brawling crew, whose behaviour elicited, 

on more than one occasion, uncomplimentary editorials from Montreal news-

papers. In addition to the good-natured donnybrook which occurred at the 

opening ceremonies, there were more battles, particularly between the 
1 

Hibernian and Canadien members of the work crews. Their habits of 

scavenging through the countryside for firewood, to keep their transient 

pots boiling, left many ang~J property-owners without wooden fences, 
2 

out buildings and part of the ir orchards. The quarrymen and stonecutters 

at Caughnawaga nearly caused a complete stoppage to lock construction, 

when they allegedly passed sorne of their rum ration to the Indiana (in 

exchange for what, one can only guess). When Sir John Johnson, Super-

intendant-General of Indian Affaira, got news of these incidents, he 

1 
Canadian Courant, 8 Sept., 1821; see also chapter 6 supra. 

The foll owers of 11 King BillY'' did battle with both of the above groups 
on the subject of religion. One of these religious wars lasted inter
mittently for a week, Montreal Herald, 12 Oct., 1822; see a1so Canadian 
Courant, 29 May, 1824. 

2 
Two petitions to the Assembly were presented by landowners 

seeking redress for damages caused by the labourera, Lower Canada, 
Assembl y Journals, XXXIII (1823-1824), pp. 41-42. These were in addition 
to the comp1aints made to the Commissioners, Comrnissioners' Minutes, 
15 Apr., 4 l~y, 1822. 
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brought them to the attention of the Governor-in-chief who instructed 

the Vûlitar,y Secretary to admonish the local Indian Agent, N.B. Doucet. 

The latter communicated to the Cornmissioners the extreme disp1easure 

of the abovementioned chain of cornmand and threatened to withdraw 
1 

quarrying privi1iees, un1ess this illicit traffic in rum ceased. Not 

on1y the governmental but the religious authorities as well, were in-
2 

dignant that the ir Indian charges were being furnished w ith spirits. 

Although this incident quickly subsided and no serious reper-

eussions resulted from the destructive foraging of the workmen, the 

latter, both on the worksite and at Caughnawaga, were a continuous 
3 

source of worr,y and exasperation to the Commissioners. When the canal 

was being dug through the St. Gabriel farm, the Cornrnissioners forbade 

the consumption of spirits by the men working there for fear of offending 
4 

the 11 reverend gentlemen11 • However, in spite of these 11 irregularities11 , 

there is no evidence that the inexperienced immigrant labourers were 

1 
Commissioners' :t-Iinutes, 10 Sept., 1823. 

2 
E.J. Devine, S.J., Historie Caughnawaga, (Hontreal:Nessenger 

Press, 1922), p. 334 • 
.3 
See Reports of Commissioners for 1825 and 1826, Lower Canada, 

Assembly Journals, xx::l:l and XXXVI (1826 and 1827), Appendices (A) and 
(c). In fairness to the reputation of the Lachine Canal workmen, it 
should be mentioned that the Commissioners strong1y be1ieved that much 
of the damage was deliberately done by the farmers themse1ves, ibid., 
1826. 

4 
Commissioners 1 Minutes, 24 V~y, 1824. 
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1 
umli11ine; and incompetent vmrkmen. No widespread strikes or •·rork stop-

pages were occasioned b~r the fightine and foraeing, which seemed to be 

main1y extracurricular' activities. The l'mrk on the canal uas fortunately 
2 

not held up by the swamp fever, "1-Thich killed many workmen on the Rideau, 
3 

seriously hrunpered operations on part of the Helland during one season, 
4 

and on the Erie as well. 

The relationship of labour on the Lachine Canal to the flow 

of immigration into Canada was not unique, for there is strong evidence 
5 

that many of these same men or their successors built the Rideau Canal. 

l 
NacTaggart, one of Colonel By1 s assistants on the Rideau Canal 

where many Irish were employed, considered them to be careless and awkward. 
According to him, the Canadien workmen were much more competent and compliant, 
}IacTageart, Three Years in Canada, II, 242-254. On the other hand, James 
0 1 Donne11, the architect of Notre Dame Church, Hontreal, seems to have had 
a poor opinion of Canadien workmen, 11 Not a man of them appears the least 
interested in the building; all they care is to get their pay, and to do 
as little work,for it as they can, 11 Olivier r'Iaurault, P.S.S., La Paroisse, 
Histoire de l'E lise Notre Dame de Hontréal, (Hontr~al: Louis Carrier, 
Les ~ditions de Hercure, 1929 , p. 90. 

I, 92. 

2 
HacTaggart, Three Years in Canada, II, 14. 

3 
Aitken, The ltlelland Canal Company, p. 90. 

4 
vfuitford, History of the Canal System of the State of New York, 

5 
Na cT aggart, op. ci t • , II, 242-2 54. 
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Chapter 10 Conclusion 

The operation of the Lachine Canal cannet be understood without 

a close examination of the factors surrounding its construction. It is 

with these elements of promotion, finance, construction and labour that 

this thesis has been most concerned. 

The enterprise of the marchants of Hontreal in demanding im

provements to navigation on the St. Lawrence, indicates their fear-filled 

awareness of the potentially severe New York competition facing them after 

the War of 1812-1814. The marchants were the chief proponents of the Lachine 

Canal because, more than any ether distinguishable group, they stood to 

benefit from this project and the ether st. Lawrence canals which they 

hoped would follow. Led by their dean, John Richardson, they formed the 

short-lived Company of Proprietors of the Lachine Canal, a venture in which 

the experienced business acumen of these men did not show up weil. The 

Company found it impossible to emulate the success of the companies that 

financed and built many canals in Britain without government aid. The 

absence of sufficient capital, in Montreal, for such a venture, and the 

strange reluctance of the promoters to solicit funds elsewhere, forced the 

close of that aspect of the canal1 s promotion. 

After the Company surrendered its charter, many of its Committee 

of Management became members of the government-appointed Commission delegated 

to build the Canal with Legislative finances. Then the post War (1812-1814) 

years of agitation for the Lachine Canal were over and the process of 

physical construction began. The Commissioners built the canal according 

to the most exacting engineering standards, in the belief that it should 
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be a "lasting work11 • The experience of Thomas Burnett, the British engineer 

whose technical knowledge was invaluable, assisted the Commissioners and 

contractors to build impressive locks and bridges. The project took much 

longer to construct and cost much more money than had been expected; 

flooding, the route controversy and the shortage of funds seriously delayed 

operations. By 1825, however, the canal was ver,r largely finished and by 

1826 the last work was done. The Legislature 1 s unstinting, indeed generous, 

financial support, coupled with a considerable contribution from the British 

military, had provided the Comrnissioners with the 107,000 pounds necessary 

to complete the project. 

Besides these strategie, promotional, engineering and financial 

elements, the term construction, as it is used here, would be incomplete 

without sorne treatment of labour. No canal, with the dimensions of the 

Lachine, had ever been built in Canada before, except for the small works 

undertaken by the Royal Engineers, at cSteau and the Cascades, between 

1779 and 1783. Most of the labour on those works was performed by small 

groups of soldiers. The manpower problem presenting itself to the Co~ 

missioners and contractors of the Lachine Canal, however, was the recruit

ment and management of hundreds of men,for the Lachine Canal was the first 

large project in Canada employing such large numbers. Not only were gangs 

of unskilled workmen needed to dig and move the earth, but numerous ma.sons, 

stonecutters and carpenters were required to build the locks. Gangers or 

foremen had to be found to manage the men and direct their operations on 

the worksite. Immigrant labour, mostly Irish, proved amenable to the 

strenuous work and makeshift living conditions attending canal construction. 

There were no major strikes or recorded labour-management disputes and, 
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aside from a little good-natured brawling, work generally progressed at 

a rate satisfactory to the hard-driving Commissioners. The competence of 

the engineer, foremen, labourera and skilled hands in building a substantial 

canal is attested by the fact that it lasted for more than twenty years. 

No major repairs or alterations were necessary and the Lachine Canal proved 

adequate for handling the growing volume of traffic to and from the Great 

Lakes region. Even after the second canal was completed in 1848, the first 
1 

remained in service for barge traffic for several years. 

Although operation of the canal is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, a brief glanee at its use following 1825 indicates how successfully 

construction was carried out. In the ten years following its completion, a 

period for which figures of traffic are available, a steadily mounting 
2 

volume of commodities used the canal. After a temporar.y setback in 1829, 

due to the crop failure in Upper Canada in 1828, traffic leaped upwards to 

a much higher level between 1830 and 1835. However, during these five years, 

the flow of important commodities: grain, flour, ashes, timber, firewood, 

salted pork and beef, instead of increasing, declined slightly. Toll coll-

actions reached a peak of 7,154 pounds in 1833 and then decreased for the 

next two years. Although tells on upriver traffic amounted to little more 

than one third of the total, in any single year, a steadily mounting volume 

of commodities passed through the canal for the interior. By 1839 collections 

1 
G1azebrook, History of Transportation in Canada, p. 419. 

2 
See Appendices 1 and 2, supra, pp. 116, 117. 
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1 
w'3re :rtore th;:m 6,000 pcu.nds but in 1.840, 11, 589 ~ounè.:: b tells \'lere 

2 
;:aid 9Ild th'J :'(~c.r follm·ring the re.te of ccr,.r'".odit:r r.ovcment soared to 

3 
e.most c1.cuble. 

Pe.sscn~er movcrnent e.lonc; the ce.n2.l v.re.s a1mo st entirel~r upvrards. 

Though it nounted fron thrce h1mdred .?.:::10. sevent:r-seven in 1325 to five 

thousand tiro hundred and sevcnty-one in 183 5, the nunber of pas sencers in 

1831 and 183h \"iere almost double that fieure. The 1ar.::;est p::trt of that up-

bound hurr•.e.n traffic •·muld probably be made up of irnmigré'.nts. The prop-

ortion of them who used the Lachine Cc.ne.l in their >'festward rni:3ration rose 
4 

from roughly one sixth in 1827 to somewhat less than one half in 1833 -
5 

1835. In contrast to this, the Erie C81al carried a huge volume of passen-
6 

gers, i.rrunic;rants bound for the new west and man:' of them for Upper Canada. 

Althouch stea;ubo<::.ts -vrere not used on the first Lachine Canal, 

increasing numbers of them plied the lm"ier St. Lawrence between Nontreal 

and ~uebec since 1809. As early as 1819, the ottawa conrrnenced navigating 

the Ottawa River above the Long Sault and on the upper St. Lawrence, the 

1 
Lower Canada, Journals of the Special Council, I (1840), Appendix, 

Public Accounts and Statements of the Incarne and Expenditure for the 
Year 1839 , No. 1. 

?. 
Province of Canada, Assembly Journals, I (1841), Appendix (D), 

Report of Commissioners for 1841. 
3 
ibid. 

4 
See Appendices 1 and 2, cf. figures of inrrnigrants for 1827, 

1829, 1830, 1831 in Creighton, Empire of the St. Lawrence, p. ?.59. 
5 
See Appendices 1 and 2, cf. Lower C2.11ada, Assembly Journals, 

ALIII-XLV, (1834, 1834-35, 1835), ~eturns of Emigrants from the United 
Kingdom, and e1sewhere, arrived at ::,Juebec ••• Appendices (I), (I), (I.I) 
respectively. 

6 
Hansen, l-:Iingling of the Canadian and American Peoples, I, 111. 
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steamboat Perseverance began its run between Lachine and the Cascades 
1 

in 1821. When the Rideau Canal was completed, a steamboat service carried 

many immigrants from Hull to Kingston. 

As the decade of the 1830's drew to a close, certain features of 

the Lachine Canal were showing signa of inadequacy. At both Lachine and 

Montreal, the old basins were crowded with bateaux and Durham boats. The 

harbour of Montreal was encumbered with these vessels and an increasing 

number of steamboats. Since the union of the Canadas, there was a renewed 

movement for building canals along the st. Lawrence from Hontreal to Kingston 

for stearnboats. In its existing aize, the Lachine Canal could not accommodate 

them and would have to be enlarged. A completely new canal was built along-

side the old between 1843 and 1848. 

Finally, two additional aspects of the first Lachine Canal may 

be considered. Neither is d.irectly connected with the main argument of this 

study. Both, however, are of great interest, and are pertinent to the subject. 

A brief treatment of them is offered by way of a conclusion. 

a) The canals built during the period between the War of 1812-

1814 and the second period of the 18401s, were few: the Lachine, Grenville-

Carillon, Chambly, Welland and the Rideau. The immediate motivation under-

lying the construction of all of them appears to have been fear of the 

military and, more often, the economie strength of the United States. 

Creighton's Empire of the St. Lawrence stresses the economie rivalry and 

there is no value in sununarizing it here. It is sufficient to say that the 

1 
Glazebrook, History of Transportation in Canada, p. 80. 
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author is in general agreement with the thesis developed in that work. 

However, insofar as that economie competition resulted in canal building, 

the almost complete absence of unified planning of canals in Canada must 

be emphasized. 

There were startling differences in the dimensions of the above-

mentioned canals and in the way they were constructed. The standards and 

specifications for locks employed on the Welland, built for sloops, differed 

widely from those of the Lachine and Grenville-carillon, which were much 

shallower. Although at first modelled on the Lachine, the dimensions of the 

Rideau were changed to accommodate steamboats. Both the latter and the 

Grenville-carillon Canals were financed and built under the supervision 

of the British rnilitary authorities. The Lachine and Chambly Canals were 

the responsibility of the Legislature of Lower Canada whereas, during con-

struction, the Welland Canal remained under the control of a private corn-

pany. 

However, the real planning, discussion and co-ordination of 

effort were required on the matter of locating the canals. Over this questicn 

two distinct points of view arose, both of them vitally concerned with 

improving communications between Montreal and the Great La.kes. The British 

government, represented by the rnilitary authorities in Canada, was con-

cerned with defense of the Canadas. Military officers were convinced that 

the st. Lawrence could not be defended, and paid little attention or 

encouragement to suggestions to build canals along such a vulnerable route. 

Despite obvious economie criteria favouring the st. Lawrence, the Rideau 

Canal, was built. Nonetheless, Jolm MacTaggart, an engineer on the Rideau, 
. 

wrote in 1829, that "The St. Lawrence being the shortest, most direct line 
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of conununications with the Atlantic, will, by renoving a few natural 

obstructions, ever be the highway for commerce, notwithstanding im-
1 

provements in any other guarter. 11 (my italics). 
2 

However, the St. Lawrence was not improved because, as Stacey 

points out, prevalent economie and milita~J considerations required differ-

ent routes for canals, in contrast to the United States where the 1·1ohawk-

Hudson route was useful from beth standpoints. The St. Lawrence, the economie 

waterway to the interior, suffered because of the absence of encouragement 

and financial assistance from the British military authorities and the pover-

ty of the Provincial Legislatures. The Lachine Canal, however, was at first 

glanee outside this controversy because, no matter which route to the in-

terior was L~proved, the St.Lawrence or the Ottawa-Rideau, a canal around 
3 

the Lachine Rapids was mandatory. The Lachine Canal would, hm·Iever, direct-

ly benefit or suffer, depending on the economie feasibility of shipping by 

way of the Rideau Canal from Upper Canada and the United States. It proved to 

be uneconomic, so that the Commissioners for the St. Lawrence Canals were 

able to report in 1846 that 11 scarcely a single barrel of flour descends the 
4 

Rideau Canal, because the St. Lawrence proves to be the cheapest route11 ; 

1 
HacTaggart, Three Years in Canada, II, 67. 

2 
Stacey, "The r'Iyth of the Unguarded Frontier, 11 p. 7. 

3 
Gilbert N. Tucker, The Canadian Connnercial Revolution, (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1936), p. 44. 
4 
Province of Canada, Assembly Journals, V (181;.6), Appendix 

(D.D.D.), Report of the Select Committee to which was referred the Return 
to an Address for the amount expended on the different cuts of the St. 
Lawrence Canals, and the amount of Tells received thereon. 
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The success of the Erie Canal testifies as to the comparative advantage 
1 

of shipping by way of it, rather than down the St. Lawrence. However, 

the tantalizing question that remains, is whether the immense sums spent 

on the Rideau, if expended on the St. Lawrence, would have made shipment 

so economie on the latter that it would have been a more effective competitor 

of the Erie. 

b) The relationship of the Lachine Canal to contemporary Lower 

Canadian politics might weil be the subject of further investigation. The 

ease with which funds, far in excess of those originally thought necessary, 

were granted for the Canal by the Canadien-controlled Assembly is significant, 

because of the picture that has been presented of Canadien opposition to 
2 

expensive internal improvements. It does not jibe with the fact that the 

Assernbly rescued the Company from collapse and undertook the heavy burden 

of financing the project. Even after feelings had been considerably em-

bittered between the latter and the English during the Union Bill controversy, 

the Assembly continued to support the Lachine Canal project. Had there really 

been deep-seated Canadien opposition to the Canal, why would their represent-

atives in the Assembly have passed bills appropriating more money in 1823 

and have authorized extensive loans in 1824 and 1825, on its own behalf? 

Why, if that contention is valid, would the Assembly in 1825 have appropri-

ated 25,000 pounds for the purchase of stock in the '.tlelland Canal Company, 

which, like the Lachine Canal, would be of direct benefit to the commercial 

1 
For an interesting comparison of tell collections on the Welland, 

Oswego and Erie Canals, see Aitken, l'ielland Canal Company, Appendix, Table V, 
p. 146. 

2 
Creighton, Empire of the st. Lawrence, p. 225; Glazebrook, 

History of Transportation in Canada, p. 77. 
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1 
group of 1-Iontreal? hembers of that group had been sorne of the 

strone;est proponents of the Union Bill and one of its most disliked 

mem.bers, Richardson, was at the helm of the Canal project. He v/as not 

even sli~htly criticized personally for his direction of it, when there 

were leeitimate grounds for dain~ sa. The available evidence gives no 

indication that the Lachine Canal >-ras directl;:r or indirectly involved 

in th~?. mou.11ting antipath~r a.fter 1822. It may have been that Louis Joseph 

Par>ineau, the leader of the Canadiens in the Assembl~r, was not uns~TP":pa-

thetic to i.mprovements, for the benefit of the co1nmercial stren[th of 

his n2.tive Fontre:>.l, and that he was [>.ble t() stifJ.e an~r o::::-,osition ;2mone 

his followers. AJ.thr:mch <'. full consideratic-n r.f this question lies out-

s:i.cle thP. r8.<J.1r.l of this the sis, the .:..uthor offers hü; ~n ::.::~stion as a 

possible anm..-Pr t.0 t:.:~ puzzle '"lf the J.e.chine C.:::,n:).l i,, the politics of 

Lower C.:::.n.:..d" .• 

l 
Aitken euardedl~r endorse3 Dalhousie 1 s sue;cest:i.on th9.t the 

.srant 1·ras 11 passed in arder to demonstrate 1 a spirit of liberality in the 
Assembl~r '"hile the odittr:t for rejectinc such e;rants Hould fall upon the 
Cou.11cil or u:pon His r,~ajcst:r 1 s r:"Dvernment, 1 11 ~velland Ca..11al Company, 
p. 85 . The author a.::;ree s tüth hi.Y!1 that the opinion of a Governor-in
chief, whose enco1mters \Üth the Canadien Assembl~r v1ere usually bitterly 
unsuccessful, should be accepted with considerable reservation. 



APPENDIX 1 

Traffic and Tolla on the Lachine Canal 1825 - 1829 

DOWNWARD UPWARD 

1825 1826 1827 1828 1829 1825 1826 1827 1828 1829 
Boats 5 Tons Numbe:t: 152 198 209 '555 226 77 317 '571 743 435 

Il !J-20 " Il 46 2 91 150 475 48 2 100 181 503 
"20-60 " " 362 237 614 350 1062 531 1305 552 11561 426 355 230 686' 367 125} 579 1478' 553 1354' 414 
Il 60 Il " - - - - - 1 - - 3 - -

Rafts or Cribs " 27_ 64 225 ..._ 48 29 \ - - - 1 ' 2 
Timber Tons 366 333:i 895 906-:i 323-~ 10 - 22 9 54 
Firewood Corda 194 1258! 326Jt 4445-t 4275 - - - - -
Marchandise & 
Liquors Tons 112~ 304-à- 529! 695 350 38~ 1521:i 3851i 5711~ 6598 
Ashes Barrels 23727 1_2_22~ 13058 18739t 19189 - - - - -
Flour Il 1]_112 62683 95672 78453 56732 24 - 107 345 _15 
Flour tt Il - - 1205 303 225_ - - - - -
Pork & Beef " 6_5_0_Ù 6428 9984· 1416_2_ 15477 4 10 4 193 45 
Butter " 19 125t- _350 362 2_94 - - - - -
Grain Bushels 19536! 57657 148514· 124207~ 53211-t.- - - 298 200 230 
Passen~ers Number 1_57 283 385 634 397f 311 1_1_3_ 18_ll 2720j- 1548-& 
Hogs & Sheep " - 187 784 1956 1448 - - 2 2 11 
Shing1es M. - - 6 38 - - - - 5 24 
Staves - - - 4~ 25~ - - - - -
Salt Tons - - - - - - - 16 66 ,365 

# # 
Tolla (pounds) 1089.14 1571.2 2433.19 2496.19 1884.15 190.15 458.16 818.16 1014.1 1040.15 

Source: Report of the Commissioners for the Lachine Canal for 1829, 
Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XXXIX (1830), Appendix (D). 

# 6 Geo. IV, c.3, which set to11 rates, expired 1 Dec. 1827. Thus figures for 1828 are on1y estimates 
of what whould have been co11ected had the act remained in force. 

:-' 
f-' 
~ 

1 



Beats Number 
Timber Tons 
Marchandise & 
Li uors Tons 
Ashes Barrels 
Flour Il 

Perk & Beef' 11 

Grain Il 

Passen ers Number 
Firewood Cords 
Butter Barrels 
Ho a & Shee Number 
Stave a M. 
Salt Tons 
Lime & Sand 
Shipg_les _ 

Tells (pounds) 

1830 

1 

-

APPENDIX 2 

.Traffic and Tolls on the Lachine Canal 1830-31-33-34-35 
(Figures for 1832 not available) 

DOWNWARD UPWARD 

1831 1833 1834 1835 1830 1831 1833 

- - - --- ------

1834 

- ---- ---

# 
3708. 3 4461.12 4844. 0 4308. 6 3233.16 1604.17 2171. 5 

# 
2310. 3 2222.15 2264.2 

Sources: Lower Canada, Assembly Journals, XL- XLV (1831-1835), Appendices, 
Reports of Commissioners for the Lachine Canal. 

# 2 William IV, c.23 which re-established the tells of 1829, expired in April, 1835· These sums are 
estirnates of what would have been collected had they remained in force. 1-' . ...... 

-J 



Statute 

(1823) 
4 Geo. 
(1824) 

5 Geo. 
(1825) 

APPENDIX III 

Amounts and Sources of Money Loaned to 
the Commissioners of the Lachine Canal. 

Âmount Interest ~ ;~ L Lender 

- 118 -

11,500 6 Bank of Nontreal (Hontreal Bank) 
IV, c. 16 7,540 / 

0 John Jamieson 
2,000 5 Robert Dunn 
1,500 6 Il Il 

8, 960 6 Samuel Gerrard 

Total: 20,000 pounds 

IV, c. 19 2,000 6 Alexander Harvey 
1,200 / Amos Lister 0 

2,500 / 
0 Samuel Gale 

500 6 Charles Eliot 
1,250 6 vlillia.m r':acrae 
1,500 6 ' . . .· ' 

1·~ss 1.: .h. Jolmson 
1,500 6 James H. Lambe 
1,400 6 John Tabor Prentice 
1:-,300 6 Executors of T. Dickson 
1,200 6 :t-:[rs. Archanze Dickson 

580 6 Hiss Ellen HoJle 
5,000 6 ~ü11iam Torrance 
1,200 6 James Gordon 
3,500 6 Samuel Gerrard 

Tot~.l: 27,630 pounds 
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FIGURE I 

Entrance of Lachine Canal at the 
>Tindmills, showine; stone bridge 
over sL-x:th lock and lock keeper' s 
house. (From Viger's Sketch Book, 
P.A.C.). 





FIGURE II 

Ï·Tap of the Lachine Canal (recopied 
from Map by AleY..ander Gibbs, 1823, 
P.A.C.). 
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