






15220 DuFief Drive








North Potomac, Maryland 20878








May 16, 2007

Mr. John C. Frye

Western Maryland Room

Washington County Free Library

100 South Potomac Street

Hagerstown, Maryland 21740

Dear Mr. Frye,

      Thank you for your kind letter of May 3, 2007.  I will be pleased to speak before the Washington County Free Library on January 7, 2008 at 7.00 p.m. on, “The Shenandoah River Navigation and the New Shenandoah Company – 1790-1890.”
      I will need a Power Point projector.  If this is a problem, please let me know.  I will send the disk to you several weeks before the presentation so that your audio-visual person can make sure that it will run on your equipment.

      I am including a page on the lecture.  I am suggesting that the lecture also be a book signing party as my book, “The Potomac Canal: George Washington and the Waterway to the West,” will be published by then by West Virginia University Press.  As you may know, the lecture is based largely on this book.  I thought a library, such as the Washington County Free Library, would like to combine a lecture with a book party. But if not, I can drop the book party.

      I am also enclosing a page on myself that you might like to use for publicity.

      Thank you again for your kind invitation.

      Sincerely,

     Robert J. Kapsch
The Shenandoah River Navigation and the New    Shenandoah Company – 1790-1890





    by



Robert J. Kapsch
In the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Shenandoah Valley was one of the most fertile areas along the east coast.  Its agricultural produce, primarily flour and wheat, would bring top dollar in the Caribbean Islands and Europe.  But this flour and wheat had to be shipped to the coastal cities for transshipment overseas.  Roads were extremely primitive and overland transportation very expensive.  The Shenandoah River was widely seen as an avenue for exporting the produce of the valley. The first tentative journeys down the Shenandoah began in 1790.
With the opening of the Potomac Company’s Great Falls bypass canal on the Potomac River in 1802, it appeared possible that 170 miles of the Shenandoah River could be opened for navigation and down the Potomac to the port cities of Georgetown and Alexandria.  The Potomac Company began work on a series of bypass canals and sluices, some of which can still be seen today.  Work was difficult and progress slow.  The citizens, expressing their disapproval with the Potomac Company, in 1815 established their own navigation company, the New Shenandoah Company.  Although injured by their own practices, such as awarding contracts to members of their own board of directors, this company continued to operate the Shenandoah River navigation almost up to the Civil War.
After the Civil War additional efforts were made to use the Shenandoah River as navigation.  This continued up until 1890 when the last study of the Shenandoah River was conducted by the Corps of Engineers.
In the end turnpikes and railroads triumphed over the Shenandoah River navigation but the little known story of this navigation well illustrates the determination of early settlers to open the rich western agricultural lands to commerce.

This lecture is based on the author’s book, The Potomac Canal: George Washington and the Waterway to the West (West Virginia University Press, 2007).  Copies of the book will be available for sale and the author will be willing to autograph them.




     Robert J. Kapsch
Robert Kapsch worked forty-one years in the Federal Government, twenty-five of which were for the National Park Service.  For fifteen years he was the Chief of the National Park Service’s Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record (HABS/HAER), the country’s premier historic documentation program.  For ten years he was the Special Assistant to the Director, National Park Service, with engineer/architect responsibilities for the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and other parks throughout the National Capital Region.  He holds doctorates in engineering and architecture and American Studies; master’s degrees in historic preservation and management and a bachelor’s degree in engineering.  He is the author of Canals (W.W. Norton, 2004), the Monocacy Aqueduct on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal (Medley Press, 2005), The Potomac Canal: George Washington and the Waterway to the West (West Virginia University, 2007) and numerous articles on various topics relating to historic American engineering and architecture.
