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       Abstract

The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was constructed between Washington, D.C. and Cumberland, Maryland from 1828 until 1850.  This construction was an early marker of the beginning of American civil engineering.   The Chief Engineer of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was Benjamin Wright, the Father of American Civil Engineering.  The legislative charter for the new canal company stipulated that 100 miles of the canal had to be constructed in the first five years.  There were two obstacles for the company to meet this mandate: the legal blockade put in its way by the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and the construction of the Monocacy Aqueduct, one of the largest bridges built in the United States at that time.   Wright couldn’t do anything about the legal battles of the company but he could about the Monocacy Aqueduct.    He designed the Monocacy Aqueduct in the autumn of 1828, only a few months after he started working for the company.  Construction began the next year.  Wright visited the construction site in July 1830.  What he found was that the first three piers had been constructed of inferior stone.  This inferior stone had not been detected by Wright’s resident engineer, Herman Bőye, as Bőye was on his deathbed in Georgetown.  Nor had it been detected by the Assistant Engineer, Charles Ellet.  Ellet would go on to a distinguished engineering career but in 1830 was only nineteen years old and inexperienced.  The bad stone should have been detected by Wright’s supervisor of masonry, Robert Leckie, but wasn’t.  Leckie would resign a short time after.  Wright ordered the piers torn down and rebuilt.  Two of the five years to build the Monocacy Aqueduct had thus been lost.  More problems hindered construction.  The first two contractors, Hovey and Osborne, walked away from the project.  Hydraulic cement was in desperate short supply and efforts to develop alternative sources proved inadequate.   These and other problems were overcome by the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and the Monocacy Aqueduct was opened in the required five years.  The canal company thus met the requirements of their legislative charter.  On seeing the aqueduct,  Robert McFarland, the Superintendent of Masonry, wrote, “…in point of beauty and perfection of workmanship, (it) will … compare with any work of the kind either in this Country or in Europe…”
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