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      The head of navigation for the Potomac River is Georgetown, one of the several eighteenth century towns that were established before the Federal City of Washington.

      Below Georgetown is a Potomac River influenced by the Chesapeake Bay – wide and open.  Above Georgetown is a Potomac River influenced by the Appalachian Mountains – narrow and confined.  Although it is possible to proceed beyond Georgetown on the Potomac River, one can’t proceed too far.  Visually, the Potomac River changes at Georgetown.  The wide expanses of river and flat lands beyond give way to a narrower river vision with cliffs beyond.  The first rocky islands within the River appear just passed Georgetown – the group of rocks called Three Sisters Islands.

Obstacles to Potomac River Navigation

a.  The Little Falls

      For the next seventy miles, the  Potomac River transverses a series of rapids and water falls.  The first major obstacle to navigation above Georgetown, about three (3) miles above, are the Little Falls of the Potomac with a drop of some 37 feet.  Above the Little Falls are a series of rapids, the most serious of which are Stubblefield Falls, about ten (10) miles above Georgetown and just above the present crossing of Interstate 495 (American Legion Bridge).

b.  The Great Falls

      The second major obstacle for upriver navigation on the Potomac River was Great Falls.  Continuing up the Potomac River one reaches the Great Falls of the Potomac 14 miles above Georgetown, with its impressive 76-foot drop.

c. Seneca Falls
      A third obstacle to travel up the Potomac River occurs about 22 miles above Georgetown, Seneca Falls a drop of some seven (7) feet.  Whereas Great Falls can be thought of as a “true” waterfall, Seneca Falls was a series of rapids.  River navigation downstream through Seneca Falls was possible at high water and on the heels of freshets.

d.  Paynes Falls, The Spout and Shenandoah Falls

       The fourth major obstacle to upstream travel is a series of rapids beginning just above Brunswick, Maryland.  Continuing upward beyond Seneca falls, to the vicinity of the town of Brunswick, Maryland (then called Berlin), some 55 miles above Georgetown, one reaches the beginning of Paynes falls – a drop of ___ feet and the beginning of difficult passage through areas of river called, “The Spout,” and “Bull Ring falls,” one reaches the mouth of the Shenandoah River and the town of Harper’s Ferry.  Here also begin the Shenandoah falls
 where the river falls 15 feet in a mile.  From the beginning of Paynes falls, about 55 miles above Georgetown, to the end of Shenandoah falls, about 61 miles, is a more or less continuous stretch of rapids and what the eighteenth and early nineteenth century river observers and engineers called “ripples.”  Downstream navigation through this stretch without further river improvements was possible, but only at high water and on the heels of freshets.

e.  House Falls

       Fifth, another four miles upstream from the beginning of Shenandoah Falls another major obstacle to upstream navigation is encountered -- House Falls
 – a drop of three feet.

      In the eighteenth century men reflected that if one could somehow surmount these five major river obstacles (and numerous minor river obstacles between) one would be approximately 65 miles above Georgetown and roughly in the vicinity of Antietam, Maryland.  But from this point to Cumberland, Maryland, another 120 miles of river travel, there are virtually no other obstacles to river navigation except low water.  Once at Cumberland one is at the foot of the riches of the trans-Appalachian Region.  For early proposers of improving Potomac River navigation, like John Semple in 1760s, this meant access to the fur trade of the region.  For later writers it meant access to the agricultural produce of this area and perhaps beyond, to the Ohio.  And by the time the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was being proposed, in the 1820’s, it also meant access to the rich coal district just west of Cumberland.  

      Some of these obstacles were already being overcome.  John Semple, for example, had by the 1760s developed a sluice through House’s falls, to permit transportation up river from his Keep Triste Furnace immediately above Harper’s Ferry to the Antietam Forge, on the opposite, or Maryland side of the river.
  Boatmen from Cumberland would take their boats through Shenandoah falls, Payne’s fall and Seneca Falls on the heels of freshets.  Coming back up river was, of course, very difficult.  Passage through Great falls and Little falls was not possible, one must portage these sites.

      Eighteenth century Americans interested in improving navigation up the Potomac River above Georgetown were aware that elsewhere, particularly in England but also on the Continent, men were using engineering to affect improvement in river navigation.  Much of this was being undertaken through improving the river channel, by removing obstacles and improving water flow by the use of, but some of these early engineering efforts were using locks and other devices to raise boats from one water level to another.

      George Washington was one of those men interested in improving navigation on the Potomac River and using engineering efforts to overcome the major five river navigation impediments in the sixty-five miles above Georgetown.  This can be seen as a lifelong interest, beginning…

(MORE ON WASHINGTON----ETC.ETC.)

      George Washington, as early as 1754, proposed in a letter that navigation be improved on the Potomac through removing loose rocks and clearing channels in some places.
  Although nothing came of this suggestion, Washington would retain his interest in improving Potomac River navigation for the next half a century, eventually becoming the first President of the Potomac Canal Company.

George Washington’s 1754 Description of Potomac River Navigation
      It is apparent that Washington had firsthand information of the conditions on the Potomac River based on a canoe trip he took in 1754, at age twenty-two, from above House Falls, or perhaps the head of Sahenandoah Falls, down through Shenandoah Falls, past Harper’s Ferry at the mouth of the Shenandoah River, through, “The Spout” (where his canoe was almost swamped), down through Paynes Falls, on smooth water to Seneca Falls, and down Seneca Falls to within two miles of Great Falls.

a. Shenandoah Falls and The Spout
      Washington describes his trip and particularly describes the difficulties immediately above and below Harper’s Ferry:

Sir:  Your desire, added to my own curiosity engaged me the last time I was in Frederick to return down by Water to discover the Navigation of Potomack;  the following are the observations I made thereupon in that Trip.  From the mouth of Paterson’s Creek to the begg. of Shannondoah Falls there is no other obstacle than the shallowness of the Water to prevent Craft from passing.  The first of those Falls
 is also even and shallow but swift and continues so with interruptions of Rocks to what is known by the Spout wch. is a mile and half; from this their is Rocky swift and very uneven water for near 6 Miles,
 in which distance there are 4 Falls, the first of which is tolerably clear of Rocks but shallow yet may be much amended by digging a Channel on the Maryland side abt. 2 Miles from this, and ½ Mile below the Mouth of Shannondoah is what they call the Spout, which is the great (and indd. Almost the only) difficulty of the whole it has a considerable Fall the water being confined shoots with great Rapidity and what adds much to the difficulty is the bottom being exceeding Rocky occasions a Rippling so prodigious that none but boats or large Canoes can pass.  The canoe I was in wh’ch was not small had near sunk having received much water on both sides and at the hd.  Their may be a passage also got round this also upon the Maryland shoar that Vessels may be hald up after removing some Rocks which a moderate expense may accomplish.  One of the other two Falls  is swift and ugly not much unlike the Spout but when the River is higher than ordinary a passage may be had round a small Island on the Other side which passage may be greatly improved. …

b. Payne’s Fall

Washington describes Payne’s Falls:

  Abt. 8 miles below this there is another Fall
 which is very easy and passable and abt. 2 Miles from that is a cluster of small Islands with many Rocks and swift water which renders the passage somewhat precarious. …

c.  Payne’s Falls to Seneca Falls

      Washington describes how below Payne’s Falls navigation is easy until one reaches Seneca Falls:

  From this to the Seneca Falls the Water is as smooth and even as can be desir’d with scarcely any perceptible Fall.  The Seneca Fall is easily pass’d in two places and Canoes may continue within two Miles of the Gt. Falls but further it is not possible therefore the trouble and expence of going up Seneca Falls will not be adiquite to the expence and trouble  [and] will not answer the Charges as all Carriages for the benefits of a good Road are oblig’d to pass Difficult Bridge from whence it is but 8 Miles to the Landing place at the Sugarland Island and is 5 Miles to the Lowest landing that can be h’d below the afores’d Falls of Seneca.  Thus Sir as far as I was capable, have I given you an acct. of the Conveniences and inconveniences that attend the Navigation of Potomack fr’m the Falls up, which I doubt but you will readily concur with me in judging it more convenient least expensive and I may further say by much the most expeditious way to the Country.  There is but one objection that can obviate this Carriage and that is the Scarcity of water in the best season of the year for this kind of conveyance.

      In this letter Washington, then only twenty-two,  is very optimistic about using the Potomac River for navigation – an optimism he would retain through the rest of his life.  He outlines possible plans for improving the navigation of the Potomac River that he would later implement, some thirty years later, as President of the Potomac Company.  Washington doesn’t mention the possibility of bypass canals around Great Falls and Little Falls, but most of the remaining elements developed by the Potomac Company are there.  He writes of bypass canals to be developed in the river bed as a means for clearing the obstacles in the river at and below Harper’s Ferry.  There is some suggestion that Seneca Falls may be easily passed through similar means, although Washington in this letter questions whether it may be worth the trouble and expense to do so.  

      With General Braddock’s arrival in what was to become Washington in 1755, there were proposals to use the Potomac River to carry artillery, ammunition and provisions at least part of the way.   Washington would have been aware of these proposals as were others interested in improving Potomac River navigation.  In 1755 Maryland Governor Horatio Sharpe and Sir John St. Clair traveled on the Potomac to   assess it as a military supply route.  They concluded that it was not possible.
  Instead, General Braddock improved the existing trail to the west into Braddock’s Road.  Discussions on using the Potomac River for military purposes continued even after Braddock’s defeat and only stopped when General Forbes selected a Pennsylvania route for his advance and road in 1758.

Proposal of 1762
      In 1762 there was another effort to open the Potomac River to navigation.  An announcement, dated February 4, 1762,  in the Maryland Gazette (CHECK  CHECK – Littlefield says Maryland Gazette, Annapolis, 11 February 1762) stated:

 “The opening of the River Potowmack and making it passable for Small Craft, from Fort Cumberland …to the Great-Falls, will be of the greatest Advantage to Virginia and Maryland , by facilitating Commerce with the Back Inhabitants, who will not then have more than 20 Miles Land-Carriage to a Harbour where Ships of Great Burden load annually; whereas at present many have 150; and what will perhaps be considered of still greatest Importance, is, the easy Communication it will afford the Inhabitants of these Colonies with the Waters of the Ohio.”

      Littlefield points out that the men named as being involved in this proposal had intensive speculative interest involved.  For example, such as Colonel George Mercer, the son of John Mercer, secretary and legal counsel to the Ohio Company,  who was named by this announcement as one of the Treasurers.  Another example was Thomas Cresap, the Ohio Company’s field manager, named as one of the individuals authorized to take subscriptions.

      What was being proposed in this announcement was a river improvement scheme from Great Falls north to Cumberland.  The announcement continued that:

“Some Skillful Gentlemen have agreed to view the Great Falls in the Spring and if they should Report the opening or passing of them practicable (which is now generally believed) it is proposed that whatever Balance remains in the Treasurers Hands after compleating the first Design, shall be appropriated to that Purpose…

      Although nothing became of this 1762 proposal, six years later the Maryland Assembly passed an Act to prevent any obstruction to navigation in the Potomac River.  This Act was aimed at prohibiting fish dams from being constructed on the Potomac River, and also in the Monocacy River, thereby hindering navigation.
  

John Semple’s 1769 Proposal for Potomac River Navigation

      One of  the first serious detailed proposal for improving Potomac River navigation was probably made by John Semple in 1769.
  Semple was an immigrant from Scotland who initially settled in Prince Charles County, Maryland, but later relocated to Virginia.
  In his proposal written to George Washington, Semple first reviews the attempts to use the Potomac for carrying military cargo in conjunction with General Braddock’s advance and the 1762 advertisement.  Semple explains that the failure of the proposals to use the Potomac for military transportation use was terminated by General Forbes construction of a road over the mountains in  Pennsylvania.  This road,  “put an entire Stop to all further proceedings.”
  The effort announced in the advertisement of 1762 was stopped because it was, “…thought by many to be too heavy for private persons to accomplish.”
  Semple explains that some proposed taking this effort to the State Legislature for assistance but, “some of that respectable body being consulted, they advised the postponing of it to a more favorable opportunity.  The people at that time being heavily burthened with taxes occasioned by the late war…”

      Semple, like the advertisement of 1762, proposes to begin his river navigation improvements above Great Falls, thus avoiding the obstacles of both Little Falls and Great Falls.  He proposes to begin his river navigation improvement at the Widow Brouster’s which is two miles above Great Falls.  He doesn’t mention but it is believed that the Widow Brouster’s was on the Virginia side of the Potomac.  This was an established landing place for Potomac River boatsmen.

a. Seneca Falls

      Not dealing with navigation through or around Little Falls and Great Falls, the next obstacle up the river for Semple and his proposal is Seneca Falls.  Semple writes:

“There is good water for five miles to the lower part of Seneca falls which consists of continued Rifts of Rocks for near a mile up the River…”

      As we have seen, at Seneca Falls the Potomac River drops seven feet in the course of a mile.  Semple proposes building two small dams, four or five feet high, equipped with “gates” -– presumably locks.  In addition, he planned to use the existing dam constructed by John Ballendine. 

“…these (falls) may be easily passed as only two Short Dams, with Gates placed in them, four or five feet in height in a narrow naturall channel between a chain of Islands and the Main, will be required to raise the water a Sufficient Height at the Dam Mr. Ballendine has built across the channel, in which if a third gate be put, it will raise it to the levell of the water above the falls.”

      Semple apparently was proposing to build the dams from the Virginia shore to the islands in the Potomac River.  John Ballendine, Semple’s half brother,
 was, like John Semple, another entrepreneur who had numerous financial interests in the river valley and who would later propose his own plan for improving the Potomac River navigation.

      Semple estimated that the cost of these improvements to Seneca falls would not exceed ₤250.

b.  Payne’s Falls/The Spout/Shenandoah Falls

      The fourth obstacle to upstream navigation, after Little falls, Great falls and Seneca falls, is the series of rapids that begins above Brunswick, Maryland (then called Berlin) and which extend a mile above Harper’s Ferry.  Semple comments that there is sufficient water for boats properly constructed to pass from the upper end of Seneca falls to Paynes Falls, some forty miles, during the winter and spring months and sometimes as late as June or July.
  Once at Paynes Falls, there are three separate obstacles to be overcome: Paynes Falls, the Spout and Shenandoah Falls.
 Payne’s Falls may be passed by:

Paynes falls consisith of a narrow Rift of Rocks, extending across the River which may be passed through a naturall channel in land that may be improv’d so as to admit the passage of Vessels…”

      This improvement would also cost ₤250.

c.  The Spout
      Above Paynes Falls is the Spout:

“…from thence (i.e. Paynes falls) it is about two miles and a half to that remarkable fall called the Spout att present the most difficult and dangerous above the great falls which ariseth not so much from its Height, as from the water of almost the whole River being confined and forced through a narrow Rocky Passage that makes it rapid, and subjects Vessells to the danger of filling as they pass, but notwithstanding the apparent difficulty a safe and easie passage may be had by a channel dug within land having locks placed in it by computation at the Expence of ₤800.”

d.  Shenandoah Falls

      Above the Spout is Shenandoah Falls proper, beginning at Harper’s Ferry and where the Shenandoah enters the Potomac:

“The next obstacle is above Harpers ferry about a mile above the Spout, this tho in appearance not so formidable as the last, will be found on tryuall by much the most expensive, requiring a channel Dug and wall’d along the Side of the River for at least half a mile with locks placed in it, at proper distances, to execute which in an effectual manner will require the sum of two thousand Pounds.”

      And at the head of Shenandoah Falls, above Harper’s Ferry:

“The next obstacle and last of any consequence, is at the head or beginning of what is called Shanadoah Falls, where there is already a naturall channel, formed between the main and an Island which channel was formerly begun to be improved and partly dug but never completed and now much choaked and filled up, which being cleared, the channel dug deeper and enlarged, and Dams and locks placed in it Vessells will pass through with readiness and safety To the Levell water above the Falls.”

      This improvement would cost, according to Semple, ₤800.  Semple doesn’t mention who might have begun or for what purpose the improvement or channel which he mentions.

      Semple states that from here one can continue 130 miles upstream to Cumberland, because:

“There is no very materiall obstruction but want of water over Shallow places where the River is low in autumn and the latter end of Summer, which in many places nay almost every part may be much improved at the expence of about ₤900 and following the same plan as is afterwards proposed, for clearing the Gravelly Shoals below Shanandoah Falls…”

e.  Hook’s Falls

      Semple doesn’t discuss the fifth obstacle to upstream navigation, the three-foot drop at House’s falls (Hook’s falls) because:

“…the greatest falls in this last distance called House’s has already this summer been opened and cleared, and a passage made through it for the Transportation of Iron from Keep Trieste Furnace to Antietam Forge.”

       Several years earlier Semple had bought Keep Trieste Furnace,
 located above Harper’s Ferry on the Virginia (West Virginia) side of the river and included 10,000 acres on both sides of the river.
   He undoubtedly opened and cleared the sluice navigation through House’ falls so as to ship pig iron from his Keep Trieste Furnace to the Frederick Forge upstream at Antietam.    His interest in Potomac River navigation undoubtedly developed from his need to transport pig iron from the Keep Trieste furnace.

      Semple also addressed other areas of the river, besides the major obstacles, and how they might be cleared and improved for year-round navigation:

      “From Shanadoah downwards, such shallow places when the river is low being all gravelly Shoals may be improved and made passable in any time of the year at a small expence and trouble, by adopting the plan by which severall rivers to the northward have been improved Viz.  appointing overseers on the Shoals in the same manner as on public Roads, and allotting to them the Taxables contiguous and convenient to their respective Shoals to clear and make channels through them.  The greater Stones being removed, the River would in these places soon naturally wash itself into Such channels as woud thereafter require little or no assistance;  This plan being followed and Fish and other Dams removed and every thing presented for the future, that would any ways hinder or prejudice the passage of Vessells up and down the River, which Dams and obstructions, our neighbouring Colony has wisely prohibited, will render it in a very short time readily passable att all times be the river high or low.”

      Semple’s proposal of 1769 seems like of mixed bag.  On the one hand, he doesn’t deal with passage around Little Falls and Great Falls, the two largest obstacles to Potomac River navigation.  On the other, he discusses developing bypass canals with locks at a time when probably no American had seen such a lock.  Further, he advocates installing these locks at places along the Potomac River that the Potomac Canal Company decided, some twenty years later, not to do so.  And finally, through improving the channel of the Potomac River it is his belief that year-round navigation can be provided – a belief that would continue through many of the Potomac River navigation promoters for the next several decades. 

      One historian credits Semple’s proposal as having been the basis for the proposal introduced in the Assembley later in the same year, 1769.
 In December of that year Richard Henry Lee and George Washington introduced into the House of Burgesses a Bill for clearing and making navigable The river Potowmack, from the great Falls of the said River up to Fort Cumberland.

(ADD MORE TO THIS  -- WHAT DID THE BILL SAY?)

      It was not only the Virginians that were interested in opening the Potomac River to upstream navigation.  In his proposal, Semple makes reference to:

“…some Gentlemen have lately carefully viewed the river and computed the Expence of removing the different obstacles, that obstruct and make the passage of Vessells Difficult…

      Probably the Gentlemen that Semple refers to were Marylanders interested in opening up the Potomac River to navigation, especially Thomas Johnson.

Thomas Johnson’s 1770 Proposal for Sluice Navigation on the Potomac
      Thomas Johnson, the man who nominated Washington to be the Commander in Chief of American forces during the Revolutionary War and later became the first Governor of the State of Maryland, was himself extremely interested in improving navigation up the Potomac River from tidewater at Georgetown.  Johnson’s letters to Washington on this subject have been preserved, along with drawings of lock gates and a route for a canal around Great Falls.
  His drawing of the lock gates foretold the design to be used by both the Potomac Company and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company while his route for the bypass canal around Great Falls was approximately the route that was used almost twenty-five years later by the Potomac Canal Company. 

      Whereas Semple favored locks to overcome the falls of the Potomac, Thomas Johnson did not.  In a letter to George Washington, dated June 18, 1770, Johnson discussed what would come to be called “sluice navigation.”  This involved blowing channels out of the bedrock of the river bottom to develop chutes or sluices down which the narrow riverboats could pass.  Writing of the Shenandoah Falls Johnson states:

“…from Catons Gutt (i.e. the top of Shenandoah Falls) to Paynes Falls about 5 Miles Distance will we think in prudence our present Object and 2500₤ Pennsylva. Currency it is thought by an Englishman in whom I have very great Confidence and a German who has been long employed in blowing Rocks will reduce Shannandore to allow a tolerable passage and make a towing Path.”

      Johnson explains to Washington why he prefers sluice navigation to the use of locks in overcoming falls such as the Shenandoah Falls:

“We choose to blow a Passage rather than attempt Navign. Through Locks because the Falls no where appear too steep for Vessells to come down if they had but Room enough and this plan is the more eligible as it avoids a very strong Objection to Locks from the Freshes Ice etc….”

      In an undated Maryland Subscription Paper thought to have been the subscription paper referred to by Johnson in his June 18, 1770 letter to Washington, Johnson again discusses what would come to be called sluice navigation and the Shennandoah Falls above Harper’s Ferry:

“…suppose an Entrance 2 – ½ feet deep is made into the Gut it takes off something in the most necessary part.  Why might not 3 or 4 feet be again taken off by a low River Lock the sides made of [rough?] Loggs well pinned together or bolted with Iron Bolts filled in with large Stones of which there’s such plenty at Hand in the same Manner as Stone Dams.  When there’s any Danger from Ice or Trees the Water would gen’lly if not always be over the Lock and Ice and Trees would probably pass over without touching.  If it’s feared they would not to prevent their hanging the Lock might in the Fall be filled with Stones and no great Labour to clear it out in the Spring.  Two such Locks 4 Feet each would certainly do the Business or perhaps of 3 feet or perhaps one might do.  If a Stone Towing path was built which might be done for 3 or 400 ₤ and large Iron pins with broad Heads fixt in the Rocks at proper Distances around, which occasionally to take a turn of a long strong pointer by which one Hand might hold on what three of the other Hands gained in pulling leaving one Hand in the Boat to keep her from the Sides with a light Setting-pole it seems likely five Hands would carry such a Boat through any water in which she could swim.

      Washington, as President of the Potomac Canal Company, would twelve years later decide on sluice navigation over the construction of locks in these areas  -- perhaps influenced by Thomas Johnson’s arguments made twelve years earlier.  This sluice, called the Long Canal, would be constructed complete with a towing path, as recommended by Johnson to Washington twelve years earlier.  Almost half a century later, the decision to build a sluice navigation rather than a bypass canal with locks would be viewed as a principal deficiency of the Potomac Canal Company and a principal reason for constructing the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.

      In his letter of June 18, 1770 to George Washington, Johnson appeared quite confident that the Maryland subscription would be widely supported.  He encouraged Washington to support the project with Virginians.  There is no record what happened to this particular subscription but it was apparently not supported.

      On July 20, 1770, Washington wrote to Thomas Johnson on the plan for improving the navigation of the Potomac River.  Washington sets forth the general organization strategy that would later be used to establish the Potomac Company – a combination of legislative authority from both the Maryland and Virginia state legislatures, combined with private capital.

… I conceive, that if the Subscribers were vested by the two Legislatures with a kind of property in the Navigation, under certain restrictions and limitations, and to be reimbursed their first advances with a high Interest thereon by a certain easy Tolls on all Craft proportionate to their Burthen;s, in the manner that I am told works of this sort are effected in the Inland parts of England or, upon the Plan of Turnpike Roads; you would add thereby a third set of Men to the two I have mentioned and gain considerable strength by it: I mean the monied Gentry; who tempted by lucrative views woud advance largely on Acct. of the high Interest.  This I am Inclined to think is the only method by which this desirable work will ever be accomplished in the manner it ought to be …

       Washington doesn’t comment on Johnson’s proposal to use sluice navigation rather than locks:

As to the manner in which you propose to execute the Work, in order to avoid the Inconvenience which you seem to apprehend from Locks I profess myself to be a very incompetent judge of it.  I is a general receivd opinion I know, that by reducing one Fall you too frequently create many; but how far this Inconvenience is to be avoided by the method you speak of, those who have examind the Rifts, the depth of Water above, etc. must be infinitely the best qualified to determine.

      He encourages Johnson to publish a complete plan for improving the Potomac River for navigation, as a means for getting support behind such a proposal.

… I am inclined to think that, if you were to exhibit your Scheme to the Public upon a more extensive Plan than the one now Printed, it woud meet with a more general approbation; for so long as it is considered as a partial Scheme so long will it be partially attended to, whereas, it is was recommended to Public Notice upon a more enlarged Plan, and as a means of becoming the Channel of conveyance of the extensive and valuable Trade of a rising Empire, and the operations to begin at the lower landings (above Great Falls and to extend upwards as high as Fort Cumberland; or as far as the expenditure of the money would carry them; from whence the Portage to the Waters of Ohio must commence; I think many woud be invited to contribute their mite, that otherwise will not.  It may be said the expense of doing this will be considerably augmented; I readily grant it, but believe that the Subscribers will increase in proportion; at any rate I think that there will be at least an equal Sum raised by this means that the end of your plan will be as effectually answered by it.
 

      Washington here is not only advising Johnson but is also outlining the successful plan that would end in the creation of the Potomac Company, fifteen years distant.  There is no clear evidence that Johnson acted on Washington’s advice.

John Ballendine’s 1774 Plan for Potomac River Canals and Navigation

      The next principal to become involved in developing river navigation on the Potomac River is John Ballendine, John Sample’s half brother. Despite a somewhat dubious reputation,
  he had the support of George Washington who thought he had a natural genius for this sort of thing and who thought he should be encouraged as he saw the public benefiting from Ballendine’s efforts.
     On May 8, 1772 convinced a number of prominent men to subscribe to a fund to enable him to travel to Great Britain to examine canals, locks, etc., so as to develop an improved plan for improving the Potomac River for navigation.
  Specifically, Ballendine intended to visit the Duke of Bride waters Works, and others, in England.

      While in London, Ballendine published a proposal for improving the Potomac River navigation:

[INSERT, INSERT, INSERT, INSERT]

      On September 8, 1774, he announced in the Maryland Gazette that he was back from Europe with a number of engineers and artificers to open the Potomac to navigation at and above Little Falls and proposed a meeting of principal subscribers for this work to be held September 26, 1774.
  The meeting was in fact held October 10th and the subscribers met and endorsed his plan.  A note is added to the advertisement:

“N.B.  As nothing effectual can be properly done for less than ₤30,000, this subscription is not binding unless the value of ₤30.000 Pennsylvania currency, be subscribed.”

      Although most of the numerous newspaper subscriptions taken out by Ballendine during this period have been published, the actual detailed plan has not.  It was an ambitious plan and one that was advanced over the previous plans set forth for the improvement of the Potomac River for navigation. 

a.  Bypass Canal at Little Falls

      Unlike previous proposals for improving the Potomac River for navigation, Ballendine began his plan at tidewater and not above Great Falls:

“From the tide-water in the cove at Woodward’s
 to the little island above the lower falls is three miles; in this distance there is a fall of thirty-six feet, which will require four locks, estimated at ₤ 1000 each…”

      Ballendine went on to explain that a canal skirting the Little Falls would be required:

“As the falls from tide water to the upper end of the island aforesaid, are too rapid for the river navigation, a level cut must be made along the Maryland side of the river, from the cove at Woodward’s, to the upper end of the island aforesaid, three miles in length, thirty feet wide, and four feet deep, estimated at ₤1250 per mile…”

      The dimensions of the locks would be adequate to admit barges one hundred feet along, fifteen feet wide and four feet deep – extremely large boats compared to the river structures of the day.

      He also recommended, at a cost of ₤1200, a dam at the upper end to divert water from the Potomac River into the Little Falls bypass canal to be constructed.

      As will be seen, the construction of the Little Falls bypass canal by the Potomac Canal Company twenty years later very closely adhered to Ballendine’s description.

      There was six miles between the head of Little Falls and the base of Great Falls.  Ballendine was aware that the river in this area was full of rocks and that work would also be required in this stretch of the river.  He recommended:

“From the regulating lock at the island, it is about six miles to the Great Falls, and the river wide, so that removing the single stones in the river for boats to go loaded with safety, may cost ₤600.”

“The track for the horses by the river side, up to the Great Falls being six miles, and in most places full of rocks, it must be laid with stones secure from freshest, and may be done for ₤ 400 per mile…”

Ballendine doesn’t mention Stubblefield Falls, just north of what is the current Interstate 495 American Legion Bridge across the Potomac, but he certainly must have been aware of it and that his plan for removing rocks in the Potomac includes these rapids.  In writing that the horse path  “…must be laid with stones secure from freshest…,” Ballendine is writing about freshets, the periodic flooding of the Potomac River.  By planning that these paths, “…would be secure…” he is suggesting that the paths would naturally be in the flood plain, would be periodically flooded but without damage and would be reused after the flood resides.

B.  Bypass Canal at Great Falls

      After Little Falls, the second major obstacle to upstream river navigation is Great Falls where a drop in elevation of the river surface of 76 feet must be overcome.  Like Little Falls, Ballendine recommends that this obstacle be overcome by a bypass canal, with locks.  He is aware that a portion of the excavation will have to be undertaken through solid rock, and allows extra expense for that excavation.  As at the Little Falls bypass canal, he specifies unusually large locks for the time – one hundred feet long by sixteen feet wide and four feet deep.  He also specifies a small dam at the head of the bypass canal to divert water from the River into the canal.

“At the Great Falls there is a fall of about seventy-six feet in the distance of one mile and a quarter, which will require eight locks at ₤ 1000 each.”

“Extra expense in the first and upper locks, for sinking and extending parts of the lock through a solid rock, so as to admit barges or rafts one hundred feet long, sixteen feet wide, and four feet deep    800.”

“Extra expense in a small dam, for raising and deepening the water  100”

“Extra work in clearing and turning the water, so as to raise the vessels in the upper lock, and secure from freshest.”

      Ballendine doesn’t specify whether this bypass canal is to be built on the Virginia side, where is was to be built twenty years later by the Potomac Canal Company, or the Maryland side, where the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was to be constructed over fifty years later.  He would not, however, have been aware of Thomas Johnson’s drawing of the canal at Great Falls on the Virginia side prepared ten years later.

      Work between Great Falls and Seneca Falls would be similar to work to be undertaken between Little Falls and Great Falls, remove rocks in the river and build a horse path along the river.

“From these Falls to Seneca Falls is about six miles, many rocks to remove and clear in the river, also some shoals to deepen     1600”

“”A track for the horses the same distance, must be laid with stones along the river side, at ₤ 250 per mile



3500”

c.  Bypass Canal at Seneca Falls

      The third major obstacle to Potomac River navigation, after Little Falls and Great Falls, was Seneca Falls.  Ballendine proposed a thirty-foot wide canal, four feet deep and one and an half miles in length on the Virginia side of the river, with a single lock to overcome the seven-foot drop of the Potomac at Seneca Falls.  This canal would begin at “Iron Landing” where a regulating lock would be constructed to bring water into the canal from the Potomac.  The canal would terminate at its lower end at Mill Branch.

“As the fall at this place is too rapid for river navigation, a level cut must be made on the Virginia side, from the Mill Branch to the Iron Landing at the head of the falls, one mile and an half in length, thirty feet wide and four feet deep, estimated at ₤ 1250 per mile       1875.”

“For spreading the earth, etc. on the lower side of the canal, for a road, etc. to track up with horses, ₤ 25 per  mile,        37  10  0”

“Extra expense for a regulating lock at the Iron Landing       400”

      Semple, in his proposal for Seneca Falls, recommended the construction of two dams (and the use of the existing third dam, having been built by Ballendine).  The Potomac Canal Company would follow neither recommendation.

d.  Seneca Falls to Shenandoah Falls

      From Seneca Falls to Paynes Falls and the beginning of Shenandoah Falls was sixty miles, according to Ballendine.  Like the treatment between Little Falls and Great Falls, or the treatment between Great Falls and Seneca Falls, Ballendine recommended removal of rocks in the river and the construction of a horse path between the upper end of Seneca Falls and the  beginning of Shenandoah Falls.

“From Seneca to Shenandoah Falls is about sixty miles; removing the loose stones in the river and other obstructions, estimated at ₤ 25 per mile, 








1500”

“The track for horses the same distance along the river side, being chiefly clay, and large trees to cut and clear away, may be done for










1500”

e.  Paynes Falls, The Spout and Shenandoah Falls

      Ballendine treats Paynes Falls and The Spout all as part of Shenandoah Falls.  He recommends:

“The Shenandoah Falls are [indistinct] three miles in length; in that distance there is a fall of [indistinct] but being so gradual no more than [indistinct- 2 locks?] will be required at ₤ 40 each …

800”

“A track for horses the same distance with large stones and a secure from freshest, at ₤ 500 per mile,





1500”

“Clearing and removing rocks in the river – the same distance   800”

      To the above improvement for Potomac River navigation, Ballendine adds improvements in the river from Shenandoah Falls to Cumberland, 120 miles, and locks at Houses’ Falls and at Anita Creek.

“From the Shenandoah Falls to Fort Cumberland, is about one hundred and twenty miles by water, in this distance there are a few sudden or rapid falls, but the removing the stones and some rocks for a clear passage in so many places, may be estimated at

3000”

“Extra expense in swelling the river, and deepening the shoals in many places, may amount to   





2000”

“Extra expense in two river locks at Houses and Anita,
  800”

“A track for the horses, one hundred and twenty miles to be made along the bank, large trees to be cut and clear away, ₤ 25 per mile, from Shenandoah to Fort Cumberland,


3000”

Ballendine’s proposed costs can be summarized:








       Ballendine

Semple

Bypass canal at Little Falls



₤ 9425
   n/a

Little Falls to Great Falls




₤ 3000
   n/a

Bypass canal at Great Falls



₤ 9900
   n/a

Great Falls to Seneca Falls



₤ 3100
        0

Bypass canal at Seneca Falls



₤ 4562-10    ₤   250

Seneca Falls to Shenandoah Falls


₤ 3000                  0

Shenandoah Falls (incl. Paynes Falls)


₤ 3100
₤ 3250

Shenandoah Falls to Cumberland


₤ 8000
₤   900

Houses Falls and Antietam



₤   800
₤   800





Total

     ₤
44,887     ₤     5,000

 (Virginia Currency)

    (about $150,000) (about $17,000)

      This was an extremely large amount for the time.  Semple’s proposal in comparison, although not including bypass canals at Little Falls and Great Falls, was only ₤ 5000
 – about $17,000.  Nonetheless, Ballendine and his supporters must have been confident that such an amount could be raised.

      To offset this large cost, Ballendine, in the same paper, estimated that these improvements would generate ₤ 11,875 per year
 – about $40,000.  In other words, the tolls from the river improvements would more then pay for themselves in less than four years.

      Ballendine estimated tolls on the following commodities:

6,000 hogheads of tobacco (@2s/6d/hogshead)

₤ 750  0  0

1500 tons of hemp (@ 5d/ton)

`


   375  0  0

400,000 bushels of wheat and other grain (@ 1d/bushel)
 1666  13 4

200,000 bushels of Indian corn (@ 1d/bushel)

   833   6  8

75,000 barrels of flour (@6d/barrel)



  1875  0  0

Pig and bar-iron






  1500  0  0

Timber, plank, staves





  2000  0  0 



Lime, coals and freestone





    500  0  0
9500 0  0

One-fourth for back load of salt, rum, sugar, fish,

   dry goods, etc. etc.





  2375  0  0






Produce per annum, is
11875  0  0

      On October 25, 1774, John Ballendine advertised a meeting of November 12, 1774 to elect the Trustees of this enterprise and to announce that he was beginning work:

“This meeting is judged to be the more necessary as the subscriber is now at work on the locks the lower Falls on the Maryland side of the river with what hands he has.”

      Whether Ballendine ever started on his canal has been debated.  This question is important in the sense that there had been many plans for improving the Potomac River for navigation but virtually none had been acted upon.
  The evidence indicates that Ballendine did initiate construction on his canal but never completed it.

      Lewis reports that Ballendine bought the land around Little Falls, a tract called, “Amsterdam.”
  Lewis believes that Ballendine built the canal on his land, about 1780, from the head of a cove called the Riffles of the Potomac River near High Island  to Lock Cove near the present-day Fletcher’s Boat House
 – what Ballendine referred to as “the cove at Woodwards.”
  Lewis also believes that Ballendine constructed locks at the lower end of his canal, although he states that there is no contemporary corroboration.

      Appearing in the Virginia Gazette of January 14, 1775 is an announcement stating that Ballendine intended to hire fifty slaves to work on the Little Falls Canal.

“At a meeting of the Trustees for opening the navigation of Potowmack River at George Town Dec. 1, 1774 Thos. Johnson, Jr., Attorney-at-law, Wm. Deakins, Adam Stewart, Thos. Johns, Thos. Richardson, of Georgetown, merchants,-- Wm. Ellzey, Robt. Alexander, Philip Alexander of Virginia present, who ordered and directed that the subscriber should on the credit and at the risk of the of the above named Trustees hire fifty slaves to labor in cutting the canals around the several Falls of said River; and at another meeting of Trustees for the purpose aforesaid held at Alexandria 19th inst., present Geo. Washington, John Carlyle, John Dalton, Wm. Ramsay, Gentlemen of Virginia together with many of the Trustees at the former meeting, who recognized and approved of the order for hiring fifty slaves and agreed to become equally liable.  In consequence of which order of the Trustees I hereby give notice that I want to hire Negro men for the ensuing year for the purpose above mentioned.  Any person inclining to hire the whole or any part of them may see the proceedings of the said Trustees subscribed with their respective hands in my custody.






(Signed) John Ballendine”

      There is no evidence that Ballendine hired the fifty slaves specified in the above announcement.  But there is evidence that work began, principally with the men that he brought back with him from England.

      In 1785, in scouting the line of the new canal at Little Falls, to be built by the Potomac Canal Company, Company President George Washington wrote about the location of Ballendine’s canal, near the cove at Woodwards, and that the canal had been started but not completed.

“The place at which it is proposed to take the Canal out, above the little falls, seems favorably formed for it by an Island which may be abt. Half a mile above the Falls, and the Land through which it must pass on the Maryland side level but stoney all the way to the Mouth or near it of the Canal begun by Mr. Ballendine…”

      Other witnesses also have stated that Ballendine began work on the Little Falls canal, such as John Threlkeld.  Threlkeld stated his knowledge of those efforts:

I do hereby certify that I was well acquainted with a certain John Ballendine from about the year 1772 to about the year 1781; and that within that period he was occupied in cutting or making a canal or cut to convey the water from round the Little Falls of the River Potomac, for the purpose of erecting extensive water-works thereon; that he went over to England for the express purpose, and brought with him to this country a number of workmen from the Duke of Bridgewater’s works, as they all stated, among whom I well remember Robert Sutton and John Sutton; and that they were employed a considerable time on the said canal or cut, upon which he, the said Ballendine, expended considerable sums, having, among other expenditures, built a stone house for the accommodation of his aforesaid workmen, which was thrown down by the great ice fresh about the year 1784; and the principal cause of his abandoning his said operations were pecuniary embarrassments with certain persons in Virginia…”

      In the statement of facts in the same document, the assertion is made that Ballendine commenced a canal at this location, Little Falls.

“Some years previous to the incorporation of the said Potomac Company in the year 1784, the tract of land upon which the company erected their first locks was purchased by a Mr. Ballendine, who actually commenced a canal or cut, preparatory to the erection of an extensive mill…”

      Probably the most definitive evidence that Ballendine began work on this canal is in the Act establishing the Potowmack Company in 1785.  This Act not only recognized the work done on this canal by Ballendine but explicitly laid the basis for his reimbursement for that work by the new company.

“And be it farther enacted, That so much of every act, and acts within the purview of this Act, shall be, and the same is hereby repealed.  Provided, nevertheless, That nothing in this act shall be construed so as to take that part of the canal which is already begun, and to all the advantages resulting from the same, but the same shall be valued by a jury in manner and form as before directed and the said representatives shall be entitled to so many shares in the said Company, and to so much of the surplus water as the said jury shall determine, or they shall receive, at their option, the value thereof in money, to be estimated by the said jury.”

      The physical evidence remaining at Woodwards Cove (i.e. the small cove that is associated with the current day Fletcher’s Boathouse) that might be the remains of Ballendine’s early canal is not definitive.  What appears to have been a canal excavation, complete with a mound of earth, proceeds northwest, perhaps for a hundred yards or so.  There is one small masonry wall associated with this earthen depression, about six feet in length and three to four feet in height, approximately 50 yards or so northwest of the cove.
  This area, however, would have been subject to disruption by construction of the Potomac Canal, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad spur, any or all of which could have substantially destroyed any evidence of Ballendine’s work of 1774.

      By June of 1775, Ballendine transferred his operations from the Potomac River to the James River.
  This was announced in the October 28, 1775 edition of the Maryland Gazette.
“Falls of the James River, Oct. 25, 1775.

At the earnest solicitation of many gentlemen on Potowmack and influenced by my own interest on that river I have been endeavoring to open its navigation from tide water upwards, and have been at considerable expense in preparation etc. To forward that useful work, but the necessity of a Maryland Act of Assembly co-operating with one passed in Virginia and which I have not been able to obtain has obliged me to decline it for the present. …”

      In conjunction with a new partner, John Reveley, he proposed to the Virginia Convention in May 1776 that they advance he and his partner funds for the establishment for a furnace and foundry so as to cast cannon and ball for the use of the Continental Army.  The convention agreed to furnish ₤5000 in return for a mortgage on Ballendine’s and Reveley’s property and for iron to be furnished.  The State was to build and operate the foundry and use water from Ballendine’s Canal, then being dug.  Problems arose.  Ballendine couldn’t supply the iron ore contracted for, from Buckingham County.  Jefferson, the then Governor of Virginia, proposed that a French firm take over Ballendine’s operations.  This didn’t happen because of the French’s government’s refusal to allow artisans to leave France.  Shortly thereafter, on January 1, 1781, British vessels sailed up the James, entered Richmond by January 5, 1781, and destroyed Ballendine’s and Reveley’s property, including the foundry and its shops and their dwellings.  Ballendine never got over this setback and died the same year, on October 14, 1781.
     

      Ballendine’s 1774 proposal for navigation along the Potomac River was only one aspect of a three part plan led by George Washington, Thomas Johnson and John Ballendine – although it was the most prominent of the three parts.  Washington, in a letter to Thomas Jefferson dated March 29, 1784, spells out the three part plan that was initiated by he, Johnson and Ballendine a decade earlier – the public plans advertised by Ballendine, the legislation that Washington was able to have the Virginia Assembly enact and the third part, similar legislation to be enacted by the Maryland Assembly upon the action of Thomas Johnson.

      “More than ten years ago I was struck with the importance of it (i.e. the plan for improving navigation of the Potomac River); and despairing of any aid from the public, I became a principal mover of a bill to empower a number of  subscribers to undertake at their own expense, on conditions which were expressed, the extension of the navigation from tide water to Will’s Creek, about one hundred and fifty miles; … I was obliged even upon that ground to comprehends James River, in order to remove the jealousies, which arose from the attempt to extend the navigation of the Potomac.  The plan however, was in a tolerably good train, when I set out for Cambridge in 1775, and would have been an excellent way, had it not been for the difficulties, which were met with in the Maryland Assembly from the opposition which was given (according to report) by the Baltimore merchants, who were alarmed, and perhaps not without cause, at the consequence of water transportation to Georgetown of the produce, which usually came to their market by land. …”

Enactment of Potomac Canal Company Legislation (1784)
      Washington saw that now, 1784, was the opportune time to restart the plan that Ballendine, Johnson, he and others had initiated a decade earlier.

      “The local interest of that place, joined to the shortsighted politics or contracted views of another part of the Assembly, gave Mr. Thomas Johnson, who was a warm promoter of the scheme on the north side of the Potomac, a great deal of trouble.  In this situation I left matters when I took command of the army.  The war afterwards called men’s attention to different objects, and all the money they could or would raise was applied to other purposes.  But with you I am satisfied that not a moment ought to be lost in re-commencing this business…
     

      To Richard Claiborne he writes of the three steps that he sees necessary to undertake the improvement of the Potomac River for navigation: 1. Enabling legislation by both Maryland and Virginia; 2. Organization of the Company, and 3. An actual survey of the river by an Engineer.

… First, because Acts of the Assemblies of Virginia and Maryland, must be obtained to incorporate private Adventurers to undertake the business.  2d. the Company must be formed before anything can be done.  3d. an actual survey of the waters, by skilful Engineers, (or persons in that line) must take place and be approved before the points at which the navigation on different waters can be ascertained….

      Others thought similarly.  In 1783, the Maryland General Assembly passed a resolution for Charles Beatty and Normand Bruce to survey the Potomac, “…as laying the foundation for opening the navigation of Potomack.”

      In Late in 1784, bills had passed both the Maryland and Virginia Assemblies.
  The differences between the two were resolved by a  committee for that purpose, which met in Annapolis on December 22, 1784.
  Washington was notified on January 16, 1785, that the Virginia legislature had passed the revised Act, as had the Maryland Legislature.  The books for the new company were to be opened February 8, 1795.

      Washington is buoyed by the quickness in which the stock in the new company were sold.  In a letter to the Marquis de Lafayette he writes:

“Of the ₤50,000 Sterlg. Required for the Potomac navigation, upwards of ₤40,000, was subscribed before the middle of May and encreasing fast …” 

      The company was capitalized, therefore, at approximately the same level as estimated by John Ballendine some ten years before.

      Although the new company had authorizing legislation, from both the Virginia and Maryland legislatures, it also needed legal protection from any future disputes between the two states over the Potomac River.  In 1777, both the states of Maryland and Virginia appointed Commissioners, “…to consider the most proper means to adjust and confirm the rights of each to the use and navigation of and jurisdiction over the Bay of Chesapeake and the Rivers Potomack and Pocomoke…”   The war prevents an agreement from being reached at that time but after the war Washington and others moved the legislature of Virginia to appoint commissioners from Maryland on this subject.  On January 16, 1785, the General Assembly of Maryland also appointed commissioners.  The commissioners met at Alexandria on March 21, 1785 and on March 28, 1785 at Mount Vernon where they drew up the Compact of 1785, also called the Mount Vernon Compact.
   This Compact stated:

Sixth.  The River Potomack shall be considered as a common highway, for the purpose of navigation and commerce to the citizens of Virginia, Maryland and of the United States, and to all other persons in amity with Aid states, trading to or from Virginia and Maryland.

Seventh. The citizen of each state respectively shall have full property in the shores of Potomack river adjoining their lands, with all emoluments and advantages thereunto belonging, and to the privilege of making and carrying out wharves and other improvements, so as not to obstruct or injure the navigation of the river; but the right of fishing in the river shall be common to, and equally enjoyed by the citizens of both states.

Provided That such common right be not exercised by the citizens of the one state, to the hindrance of the fisheries on the shores of the other state; and that the citizens of neither state shall have a right to fish with nets or seins on the shores of the other.
 

      This Compact is ratified by the Maryland General Assembly on November 21, 1785 and by the Virginia legislature on January 3, 1786.

      With the Compact in place, Washington and the supporters move to form the first Board of Directors of the new company.  George Washington was elected President and the former Governors of Maryland Thomas Johnson and Thomas Sim Lee, and Colonel Fitzgerald and Lee of Virginia are elected Directors.

      Washington explained to Lafayette the basic development policy of the Board of Directors: pursue the relatively easy sections first, primarily Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls, and hire a Chief Engineer to develop the more difficult portions of the navigation, Great Falls and Little Falls.

“The first dividend of the money was paid in on the 15th of this month; and the work is to be begun the first of next (i.e. August 1785), in those parts which require least skill; leaving the more difficult ‘till an Engineer of abilities and practical knowledge can be obtained …”

      Thirty years after he had originally proposed the improvement of the Potomac River for navigation purposes, Washington was going to lead a Company to actually undertake the work.

[END OF CHAPTER ONE]

CHAPTER ONE – POTOMAC COMPANY
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