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I.  INTRODUCTION

      The Potomac Canal, built by the Potomac Company, was one of the earliest long distance canals constructed in the United States.  There were earlier canals, such as the two-mile long Little Falls Canal bypass canal (1783-1795) on the Mohawk River in New York.  But not many and not much earlier.  Because of the early date of the Potomac Canal and because of the ambitious plans of the Potomac Company, initially known as the Potowmack Company, it would greatly influence the dozens of American canals to be built later.

       The Potomac Canal was begun in 1785 and completed in 1802.  George Washington was the Company’s first President.  His interest in making the Potomac River navigable began in 1754 when he took a canoe trip down the Potomac at age twenty-two.  His interest in the Potomac Company would extend until his death in 1799.  

      The Potomac Canal was a river navigation system.  The main stem of the Potomac Canal consisted of several bypass canals that used lift-locks, at Great Falls and Little Falls, and several in-river channels, or sluices, at Seneca Falls, Payne’s Falls, Shenandoah Falls, and House’s Falls.  Feeders to the main stem were developed by improving navigation on the Shenandoah River, the Monocacy River, Conocochaeague Creek, Antietam Creek and other waterways flowing into the Potomac.

      The Potomac Company never achieved financial success.  The Company only once issued a dividend.  The Company was eventually taken over, in 1828, by its successor, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company.  The reasons for the Company’s lack of success are varied.  As a river navigation system, boats could not navigate the river during periods of low water, usually experienced in the summers and autumns.  The Company’s reliance on in-river channels or sluices at several locations (instead of stillwater canals and locks), undertaken at the insistence of George Washington, made river navigation shipping problematic.  The sluices constructed in the bed of the river did not work well.  They increased stream velocity and decreased depth of water thereby making upriver navigation more difficult and downriver navigation more dangerous.  Sometimes these sluices rapidly filled with stream-borne gravel and sand blocking navigation.  The Potomac Canal took a long time to construct: seventeen years.  As time of construction dragged on, competition increased.  Many roads were completed during this time thereby reducing the cost of land transportation.  Despite numerous efforts by the Potomac Company to eliminate them, fish pots and other river obstacles continued to hinder river navigation throughout the life of the Company.  Feeder navigations to the Potomac Canal main stem were never completed or not completed in time to assist in the development of river commerce on the Potomac.  

      If not a financial success, the Potomac Canal was an engineering laboratory for canal construction.  The locks at Great Falls, for example, were considered an engineering wonder of the time and became a destination of numerous tourists and sightseers of the day.  The locks constructed at Little Falls were some of the earliest locks built in the country and became a model for other canals.  Black powder, used to excavate solid rock at Great Falls, is believed to be the first use of black powder for blasting in construction in the United States.  Even in its failures, such as its reliance on sluice navigation, the Potomac Company influenced the development and construction of other canals.

      The Potomac Canal therefore had an importance in American history that greatly surpasses its lack of financial success.  It was a forerunner of the canal movement of the early nineteenth century.  Dozens of canal companies would come into existence to construct thousands of miles of canals, like the Erie, completed in 1817.  These canals, later superceded by railroads, caused a transportation revolution that transformed the young Republic.

       When the Potomac Canal was begun, scarcely an American had ever seen a canal or a canal lock.  The Potomac Company had to learn how to build canals from England where canals were first built.  Supporters of the navigation of the Potomac River sent John Ballendine over to England to study canals and canal construction.  What he learned greatly influenced George Washington and the Board of Directors of the Potomac Company.  The Company also employed English engineers who were familiar with canal construction, such as the famous English engineer William Weston who was a consultant to the Company or Englishman Captain Christopher Myers who was Chief Engineer of the Company for a short period of time or Englishman Nicholas King who prepared plans for the canal and locks at Great Falls and, in conjunction with Leonard Harbaugh, prepared plans for the Shenandoah feeder canal through Harper’s Ferry.  What the Canal Company learned from England and English engineers was transformed into masonry and structures which instructed several generations of American entrepreneurs, engineers, and mechanics.  The mistakes and successes of the Potomac Company became the basis of the planning and operations for the canal companies that were to follow.

      The Potomac Company also had to learn how to organize large number of men, and some women, to build their canals and locks.  When the Potomac Company began their work, large building enterprises were extremely rare in the United States.  The country was a Republic of independent farmers.  Where the Potomac Company would find the necessary labor, how it was to be organized, paid, fed, and supervised were all questions that had to be worked out.  The Potomac Company tried almost every possibility: use of indentured servants, slaves, free labor, contract labor, and contractors.  What was learned on the Potomac Canal was later used on canals throughout the country.  

      This paper is a construction history of the Potomac Canal.  Numerous articles and other publications exist on the Potomac Company, however many of these are primarily interested in the role George Washington played in this Company and not in the details of construction of the canal.  A detailed construction history of the canal does not exist.  In addition, many of the existing histories do not fully use the available records.  Extensive records of the Company exist in the National Archives.  Many of these have been used by scholars and many of these records published.  Some records, such as the Company payrolls that exist, have not been used at all.  The National Park Service also has many records of the Potomac Company which have been not used or very little used by scholars.  For example, the National Park Service also has payrolls from the Potomac Company.  Taken together with the payrolls in the National Archives, over fifty Potomac Company payrolls exist.  A comprehensive analysis of these payrolls for this paper was undertaken
 and a new view of the Potomac Company, its construction and operations has been able to be formulated. Coupled with the other extensive, existing records, it is possible to create a comprehensive understanding of this pivotal company. 

II.   THE POTOMAC RIVER AS HIGHWAY

      In the eighteenth century, many viewed the Potomac River as the best possible highway to the riches of the inland trans-Appalachian territory.  Tidal navigation reached as far inland as Georgetown.  If the obstacles above Georgetown could be somehow overcome, than navigation could reach Cumberland, Maryland, and perhaps beyond.

      In this view eighteenth century economics was a major factor.  If the Potomac River could be opened to navigation, freight could be shipped to tidewater at one twentieth the cost of the cost of overland transportation.

      Below Georgetown the Potomac River is influenced by the Chesapeake Bay – wide and open.  Above Georgetown the Potomac River is influenced by the Appalachian Mountains – narrow and confined.  Visually, the Potomac River dramatically changes at Georgetown.  The wide expanses of river and flat lands below Georgetown give way to a narrower river vision framed with cliffs.  The first rocky islands in the River appear just above Georgetown – the group of rocks called Three Sisters Islands.

A.  Obstacles to Potomac River Navigation

       To use the Potomac River as a route of river navigation above Georgetown, five groups of obstacles had to be overcome:

1. Little Falls

2. Great Falls

3. Seneca Falls

4. Payne’s Falls, The Spout, and Shenandoah Falls

5. House’s Falls

1.  The Little Falls

      The first major obstacle, three miles above Georgetown, is the Little Falls of the Potomac.  Here the river drops some thirty-seven feet.  Associated with Little Falls are the series of rapids just above, the most serious of which are Stubblefield Falls, about ten miles above Georgetown and just above the present crossing of Interstate 495 (American Legion Bridge).  Little Falls could not be safely navigated. 

2. The Great Falls

      The second major obstacle for upriver navigation on the Potomac River was Great Falls.  The Great Falls of the Potomac are fourteen miles above Georgetown.  Here the Potomac River falls seventy-six feet.  Great Falls was an impassable barrier to river traffic.

3.  Seneca Falls
      The third obstacle was at twenty-two miles above Georgetown, Seneca Falls, a drop of some seven feet.  Seneca Falls could be navigated by descending boats but only at times of high water.

4.  Payne’s Falls, the Spout and Shenandoah Falls

       The fourth obstacle to upstream travel is a series of rapids where the Potomac River crosses the Catoctin Mountains.  These begin just above Brunswick, Maryland.  Payne’s Falls, is the first of these rapids.  Above Payne’s Falls are the difficult passages through the area of river called the, “The Spout,” and “Bull Ring Falls.  After these rapids is the mouth of the Shenandoah River and the town of Harper’s Ferry.  Here also begin the Shenandoah Falls.
   At Shenandoah Falls the river falls fifteen feet in a mile.  From the beginning of Payne’s Falls, about fifty-five miles above Georgetown, to the end of Shenandoah falls, about sixty-one miles above Georgetown, 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.

5.  House’s Falls

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

      If these five major river obstacles (and numerous minor river obstacles between) could be overcome there are virtually no other obstacles to river navigation, except low water, all the way to Cumberland, Maryland, 120 miles beyond Harper’s Ferry.  Once at Cumberland one is at the foot of the riches of the trans-Appalachian Region.  For some early individuals interested in improving Potomac River navigation, like John Semple in the 1760s, this meant access to the fur trade of the region.  For later individuals it meant access to the agricultural produce of this area and beyond.  By 1820s, when the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was being proposed, it meant access to the rich coal district just west of Cumberland.  

      A few of these river obstacles were already being overcome by the middle of the eighteenth century.  John Semple, for example, had by the 1760s developed a sluice through House’s Falls, to permit transportation up river from his Keep Trieste 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 down river through Shenandoah Falls, Payne’s Falls 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, and the boatmen had to portage at these sites.  Many downstream trips were one-way, with the river boats broken up for sale at Georgetown or Alexandria.

      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 sluices.  Some of these early European engineering efforts used locks and other new 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 devices to overcome the major five river navigation impediments above Georgetown.  Washington provides us with an excellent description of some the obstacles faced by those who desired to improve the Potomac for navigation. 

B.  George Washington’s 1754 Description of Potomac River Navigation
      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’s Falls, or perhaps the head of Shenandoah 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 Payne’s Falls, on smooth water to Seneca Falls, and down Seneca Falls to within two miles of Great Falls.  He therefore traversed most of the five major obstacles to river navigation on the Potomac River.  His account of that trip is a summary of Potomac River navigation difficulties and possible river navigation improvements.

1.  Shenandoah Falls and The Spout
      Washington began his trip above Harper’s Ferry.  He traversed Shenandoah Falls and the other rapids of the area.  Based on this trip, Washington felt that a channel around the Shenandoah Falls would facilitate river traffic.  Washington described his trip through the difficulties immediately above and below Harper’s Ferry:

…  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. …

2.  Payne’s Falls

      After going through Shenandoah Falls, Bull Ring Falls and The Spout, Washington next came to Payne’s Falls.  For Washington, Payne’s Falls, above Brunswick, Maryland, were difficult but passable.  Washington described 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. …

3.  Payne’s Falls to Seneca Falls

        Below Payne’s Falls navigation Washington described how 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, was very optimistic about using the Potomac River for navigation – an optimism he would retain through the rest of his life.  He outlined some possible plans for improving the navigation of the Potomac River that he later implemented, some thirty years later, as President of the Potomac Company.  

      With General Braddock’s arrival in what was to become Washington, D.C. in 1755, interest in the Potomac River as an avenue for transporting artillery, ammunition and provisions grew.  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.
  Following the war, interest in navigation of the Potomac would rekindle.

III.  PLANS FOR RIVER NAVIGATION
A.  Proposal of 1762
      After the conclusion of the French-Indian War, in 1762 there was a new proposal to open the Potomac River to navigation.  An announcement in the Maryland Gazette 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.

      The men involved in this proposal had intense speculative interest in this area.  For example, Colonel George Mercer, the son of John Mercer, secretary and legal counsel to the Ohio Company, was named by this announcement as one of the Treasurers.  Thomas Cresap, the Ohio Company’s field manager, was named as one of the individuals authorized to take subscriptions.

      What was proposed by these men was a Potomac River improvement plan that might also include a bypass around Great Falls and therefore open river navigation all the way from Cumberland to Georgetown and Alexandria.  The announcement continued:

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 proposal, interest in Potomac River navigation continued.  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.
  

B.  John Semple’s 1769 Proposal for Potomac River Navigation

      John Semple, in 1769, made one of the first serious detailed proposals for improving Potomac River navigation.
  Semple was an immigrant from Scotland who settled in Prince Charles County, Maryland, but later relocated to Virginia.
  In his proposal Semple first reviewed why previous proposals for Potomac River navigation had not been implemented.  He reviewed the reason for the failure of the proposal to use the Potomac for carrying military cargo for General Braddock’s advance and also the reason for the failure of the 1762 proposal.  Semple explained that the failure of the proposal to use the Potomac for military transportation was because of the construction of a road over the mountains in Pennsylvania by General Forbes.  This road, “put an entire Stop to all further proceedings.”
  The proposal announced in the advertisement of 1762 was stopped because it was, “…thought by many to be too heavy for private persons to accomplish.”
  Semple explained that some individuals 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 thought that now, 1769, was an appropriate time to open the Potomac to navigation.

      Semple, like the 1762 proposal, proposed to begin his river navigation improvements above Great Falls, thus avoiding the obstacles of both Little Falls and Great Falls.  His plan began river navigation improvement at the Widow Brouster’s, two miles above Great Falls,
 an established landing for Potomac River boatsmen.

       Upriver navigation from Widow Brouster’s is easy until Seneca Falls is reached.  Semple wrote:

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…

      At Seneca Falls the Potomac River drops seven feet in the course of a mile.  Semple’s plan was to build 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, Semple’s half brother.
   Ballendine, like John Semple, was an 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 wrote:

…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 estimated that the cost of these improvements to Seneca Falls would not exceed ₤250.

      The next obstacle to upstream navigation, after Little Falls, Great Falls and Seneca Falls, was the series of rapids that began above Brunswick, Maryland (then called Berlin) and which extended a mile above Harper’s Ferry.  Semple commented that there was sufficient water during the winter and spring months and sometimes as late as June or July for boats properly constructed to pass from the upper end of Seneca Falls to Payne’s Falls, some forty miles above Georgetown.
  Once at Payne’s Falls, there are three separate obstacles to be overcome: Payne’s Falls itself, the Spout and Shenandoah Falls.  Semple proposed that Payne’s Falls be passed by means of a sluice or channel:

Paynes falls consistith 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.

      Above Payne’s Falls is the Spout.  Semple’s plan called for this rapid to be passed by another channel:

…from thence (i.e. Payne’s 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.

      Above the Spout is Shenandoah Falls, beginning at Harper’s Ferry.  Semple recommended that a stillwater canal, with locks, be constructed around these rapids.  This bypass canal would be a half mile long:

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, Semple proposed that the natural channel, which someone had previously tried to improve, be made into another stillwater bypass canal:

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 stated that from here, above House’s Falls, 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…

      Semple did not propose improvements at House’s Falls because it had already been improved for navigation:

…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 opened and cleared the sluice navigation through House’s’ 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 developed from his need to transport pig iron from the Keep Trieste furnace.

      Semple also addressed how other areas of the river might be cleared and improved.  He suggested appointing overseers who would clear out navigable channels in the riverbed for year-round river travel:

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 does not deal with passage around Little Falls and Great Falls, the two largest obstacles to Potomac River navigation.  He proposed developing bypass canals with locks at a time when probably no American had seen a lock.  He advocated installing these bypass canals at places where the Potomac Company would later decide to build sluice navigations.  Had they built bypass canals instead of sluices, the financial success of the Potomac Company probably would have been improved.  Semple also proposed sluice navigation within the bed of the river and it was the Potomac Company’s reliance on sluice navigation which was the principal reason for its economic failure. Semple’s plan was known to the President and Board of the Potomac Company when, in 1785, they planned their river improvements.

      Semple’s proposal became the basis for the proposal introduced in the House of Burgesses in the same year, 1769
 by Richard Henry Lee and George Washington, “for clearing and making navigable The river Potowmack, from the great Falls of the said River up to Fort Cumberland.”
  No action was taken on the bill.

      It was not only Virginians who were interested in opening the Potomac River to navigation.  In his proposal, Semple makes reference to others who were developing plans to make the Potomac River navigable:

…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 Semple is referring  to Marylanders interested in opening up the Potomac River to navigation, especially Thomas Johnson.

C.  Thomas Johnson’s 1770 Proposal for Sluice Navigation
      Thomas Johnson, the man who nominated George Washington to be the Commander in Chief of American forces during the Revolutionary War and who later became the first Governor of the State of Maryland, was also interested in improving navigation of the Potomac River.  Johnson’s letters to Washington on this subject have been preserved, along with his 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 Company. 

      Where Semple favored locks to overcome the falls and rapids 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 stated:

…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 – that sluice navigation appeared a feasible means to navigate the rapids above Harper’s Ferry and if locks were constructed, they would be vulnerable to damage by freshets and ice storms:
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 at the Shennandoah Falls above Harper’s Ferry and how such sluice navigation could be combined with two small locks:

…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 Company, would fifteen years later decide on sluice navigation over the construction of locks in these areas  -- perhaps influenced by Thomas Johnson’s earlier arguments.  The sluice around Shenandoah Falls, called the Long Canal, would be constructed complete with a towing path, but without the river locks, much as had been recommended by Johnson.  

      In his letter of June 18, 1770 to George Washington, Johnson appeared confident that the Maryland subscription would be widely supported.  He encouraged Washington to support the project with Virginians.  On July 20, 1770, Washington wrote to Thomas Johnson on the plan for improving the navigation of the Potomac River.  Washington wrote of the general strategy that would be needed 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 respective Burthens, 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 woud 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 lucreative views woud advance largely on Acct. of the high Interest.  This I am Inclind to think is the only method by which this desirable work will ever be accomplished in the manner it ought to be …

       Washington commented on Johnson’s proposal to use sluice navigation rather than locks but did not state his preference:

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.  It 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 encouraged 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 inclind to think that, if you were to exhibit your Scheme to the Publick 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 enlargd 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 woud 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.
 

D.  John Ballendine’s 1774 Plan for Bypass Canals and River Navigation

      The next principal to become involved in developing Potomac River river navigation was 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 thought he should be encouraged.
  On May 8, 1772 Ballendine secured support from a number of prominent men that enabled him to travel to England to examine canals and locks in order to develop a better plan for improving the Potomac River for navigation.
  While in England he visited the Duke of Bridgewaters' works, and others, in England – some of the earliest canals in existence.
  While in London in 1773, Ballendine had printed a proposal for improving the Potomac River navigation to secure English support.
  He was not successful.

      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 held October 10th and the subscribers met and endorsed his plan.  But implementation depended on adequate funds being received.  He added a note 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 announcements taken out by Ballendine during this period have been published,
 the actual detailed plan (a copy of which is in the National Archives) has not.  It was an ambitious plan and one that was advanced over the previous plans set forth for the improvement of the navigation of the Potomac.  The plan also influenced George Washington and the Board of the Potomac Company as they developed their plans, in 1785, to build the Potomac Canal.

      Unlike previous proposals for improving the Potomac River for navigation, Ballendine began his plan at tidewater and not above Great Falls.  His first recommendation dealt with a bypass canal around Little 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 bypassing or 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 – large boats compared to the river vessels of the day.

      He also recommended, at a cost of ₤1200, a dam be constructed at the upper end to divert water from the Potomac River into the Little Falls bypass canal.  His plans for the Little Falls bypass canal were very close to what was constructed twenty years later by the Potomac Company.

      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 rapids, such as Stubblefield Falls, and that work would also be required in this stretch of the river.  His plan included work for this area:

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 freshes, and may be done for ₤ 400 per mile…

      Ballendine wrote that the horse path, “…must be laid with stones secure from freshes….” 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.

      After Little Falls, the second major obstacle to upstream river navigation is Great Falls where a drop of seventy-six feet must be overcome.  As at Little Falls, Ballendine proposed that this obstacle be overcome by a bypass canal, with locks.  He was aware that a portion of the excavation would have to be undertaken through solid rock, and he allowed extra expense for that excavation.  Also as at the Little Falls bypass canal, he specified unusually large locks for the time – one hundred feet long by sixteen feet wide and four feet deep.  He also specified 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 did not specify whether this bypass canal was to be built on the Virginia side, where is was to be built twenty years later by the Potomac Company, or the Maryland side, where the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was to be constructed over fifty years later.  His description of the work needed at Great Falls was very similar to what the Potomac Company completed almost thirty years later.

      Work between Great Falls and Seneca Falls would have been similar to work between Little Falls and Great Falls: rocks were removed rocks from the river and a horse path built alongside 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

      The third 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 had recommended the construction of two dams here (and the use of the existing third dam, having been built by Ballendine).  The Potomac Company would not follow these recommendations or the recommendations of Ballendine, but instead constructed a sluice navigation through Seneca Falls.

      From Seneca Falls to Payne’s Falls and the beginning of Shenandoah Falls was sixty miles, according to Ballendine.  Probably Ballendine meant that the beginning of Shenandoah Falls was approximately sixty miles above tidewater since the distance between Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls is only twenty-five miles.  Similar to work proposed between Little Falls and Great Falls, or the work proposed 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

      Ballendine’s plan  groups Payne’s Falls and The Spout under the heading of Shenandoah Falls.  Here he recommended a bypass canal:

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 improvements for Potomac River navigation, Ballendine added improvements in the river from Shenandoah Falls to Cumberland, 120 miles, and locks at House’s 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 and Semple’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. Payne’s 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)

      Ballendine’s proposed cost was extremely high for the time.  Semple’s proposal proposed cost was small in comparison: ₤ 5000
 – about $17,000.  Raising the amount of money required by Ballendine’s proposal must have seemed daunting.  Nonetheless, Ballendine and his supporters seemed confident that such an amount could be raised.

      Ballendine, in the same paper, estimated that to pay for these large costs these improvements would generate ₤ 11,875 per year
 – about $40,000.  In other words, the tolls from the increased river traffic would more then pay for the expenditures within four years.

      In developing this estimate of future revenue, 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, Ballendine advertised a meeting to be held on November 12, 1774 to elect the Trustees of this enterprise and to announce that he had begun work on the canal:

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 building his canal has been debated.  Many plans had been put forth over the years by various prospective builders for improving the Potomac River for navigation, virtually none were carried out.
  The evidence indicates that, although Ballendine never completed his canal, he did at least initiate construction.

      Ballendine bought the land around Little Falls, a tract called, “Amsterdam.”
  Ballendine probably began work on his canal on this land from the head of a cove near  the Riffles of the Potomac River near Lock Cove (near the present-day Fletcher’s Boat House)
 – what Ballendine referred to as “the cove at Woodwards.”
  

      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.
  No records have been found that Ballendine hired the fifty slaves specified in the this announcement.  But there is evidence that work began, principally with the men that he brought back with him from England.

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

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…

      There are other sources of evidence that Ballendine started construction on this canal. In an 1829 Memorial to the U.S. House of Representatives regarding water rights at Little Falls, John Threlkeld stated that Ballendine had begun work on the Little Falls canal using workers that he had brought with him from England, specifically, Robert Sutton and John Sutton, and that he had constructed a stone house to house his workers, a house that was destroyed by ice in 1784.

      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.

      There physical remains at Woodwards Cove (i.e. the small cove that is associated with the current day Fletcher’s Boathouse) that might be part of Ballendine’s early canal are not conclusive.  This area has been subject to disruption by construction of the Potomac Canal, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad spur, which may have altered or obliterated  Ballendine’s work from 1774. What remains appears to have been a canal excavation, complete with a mound of earth, proceeds northwest, perhaps for a hundred yards or so, from the cove.  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.

      By June of 1775, Ballendine transferred his operations from the Potomac River to the James River.
  He announced this 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. …

      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.  After the war, 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 first part was the public plans advertised by Ballendine, the second part was the legislation that Washington was 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]; & 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, (upon conditions which were expressed) the extension of the Navigation from tide water to Wills’s Creek (abot 150 Miles) … I was obliged even upon that ground to comprehend James River, in order to remove the jealousies which arose from the attempt to extend the Navigation of the Potomack.  The plan however, was in a tolerable 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 George Town of the produce, which usually came to their market.. …

      Several parts of the plan had been put in place by 1775: the public part by Ballendine and Virginia’s part by the Acts of 1772 and 1775 in the Virginia House of Burgesses.  But the American Revolution had begun.  All plans to improve navigation of the Potomac River were placed on hold.

      Like most Americans, Ballendine’s attention swung to the war.  In conjunction with a new partner, John Reveley, Ballendine proposed to the Virginia Convention in May 1776 that they advance him 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 could not supply the iron ore contracted for, from Buckingham County.  Jefferson, then Governor of Virginia, proposed that a French firm take over Ballendine’s operations.  This did not 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 on 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.
     

IV.  ESTABLISHMENT OF THE POTOMAC COMPANY
A.  Enactment of Potomac Company Legislation (1784)

      Following the successful prosecution of the war, Washington saw that now, 1784, was the opportune time to restart the plan that Ballendine, Johnson, he and others had initiated a decade earlier.  He the same letter to Thomas Jefferson of March 29, 1784, he wrote:

      The local interest of that place (Baltimore) 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 No. side of the River, a great deal of trouble.  In this situation things were when I took command of the Army -- The War afterwards called Mens 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 wrote of the three steps that he saw as 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.  On the last of the three steps, Washington would continue to emphasize the need for an engineer to guide the construction of the Potomac Company up until his death in 1799.  Washington wrote:

… First, because Acts of the Assemblies of Virginia & 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 & 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.”

       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 opened February 8, 1795.

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

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.

B.  Mount Vernon Compact

      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 prevented an agreement from being reached at that time but after the war Washington and others moved the legislature of Virginia to appoint commissioners to meet with 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 at Mount Vernon on March 28, 1785 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.
 

      The Compact was 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 moved 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 were elected Directors.

      Washington explained to Lafayette the basic development plan that he and the Board were pursuing.  First they would pursue the relatively easy sections  primarily Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls.   Second, they planned to hire a Chief Engineer to develop the more difficult portions of the navigation, the bypass canals of 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 led the Company to actually undertake the work.

C.  Organization of the Company

      On Monday, May 30, 1785, the Board of Directors of the newly formed Potowmack Company held their first meeting, in Alexandria. After George Gilpin administered the Oath of Office prescribed by the Acts of Assembly enacted by Virginia and Maryland to Company President George Washington, Directors John Fitzgerald, Thomas Sim Lee, and Thomas Johnson; and after John Fitzgerald administered the same Oath to George Gilpin, the Board set down to business.

      After appointing a Treasurer for the new company, William Harthorne of Alexandria, the President and Board addressed the subject of improving navigation on the Potomac River.  Their first decision was to employ two sets of hands, each consisting of 50 people and under the direction of a, “skilful person.”  One set of hands would be set to work improving the Potomac between Great Falls and Payne’s Falls  (i.e. primarily Seneca Falls).  The other group of men were to work on the Potomac from the upper part of the Shennandoah Falls to, “…the highest place practicable on the North Branch.”

      These were the areas requiring the least skill.  The more difficult tasks, the bypass canals at Little Falls and Great Falls, and improving river navigation down from Harper’s Ferry through the Spout and to the head of Payne’s Falls, would be addressed later.

      From the beginning, Washington knew that he and the Board of Directors would need the advice and supervision of an experienced engineer for the construction of the bypass canals at Little Falls and Great Falls.  In February of 1785 he wrote to the Marquis de Lafayette, “…that one thing … is certain, namely … a skilful Engineer, or rather a person of practical knowledge will be wanted to direct and superintend (the work).”
  He wrote that such a person may have to be obtained from Europe and that he would prefer a French engineer, although other members of the Board might prefer one from England due to the language.  Later he wrote to George William Fairfax that the Company needs a, “…skilful Engineer, a man of practical knowledge to conduct the business…,” but that, “…where to find him we know not at present.”  In the meantime, Washington wrote Fairfax that, “…the less difficult parts of the river will be attempted, that not time may be lost effecting so important and salutary an undertaking.”

      At the first meeting Washington and the Potomac Company Board of Directors began deviating from Ballendine’s plan, which called for locks at Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls, in favor of what would later be called sluice navigation – advocated as early as 1770 by Thomas Johnson.

      Washington and the Board had a choice of three types of canal of which to make the Potomac Canal: (1) a sluice navigation, (2) a system of dams and locks, and (3) an independent canal.  Isaac Briggs,
 writing to the Board of Public Works of the Commonwealth of Virginia some 35 years after the establishment of the Potomac Company, discusses the three types of canals:

There are three modes of Navigating Rivers.

Sluices in the bed of the stream.

Dams quite across the stream, with Locks and sometimes short canals, to pass from the water of one dam to that of another.  And

Canals, independent of the natural bed of the stream, with a continued towing path, on which a horse, drawing each boat, can pass.
 

      Briggs discusses the benefits and drawbacks of each of the three types of canal:

1st.  Sluice-navigation.  The cost of this mode is much the least, but it is much the most imperfect in its use.  It is liable to many accidents and dangers, by freshets and other causes – is always laborious to ascend – and a small stream will not at any time – even a considerable one will not in a dry season, yield a sufficient depth of water.  Yet it affords a cheaper transportation than Roads.

2nd.  Dams and Locks.  This mode affords a sufficient depth of water at all times, even in a small stream – but it is liable to several interruptions; and it is even doubtful whether it will cost less than an Independent Canal, in situations which will admit of the latter.  It is liable to less danger than sluices, is less laborious in ascending and admits of larger boats, and therefore affords a cheaper transportation.

3rd.  Independent Canals.  Of all modes of internal navigation, this is the most perfect, is liable to the fewest interruptions and afford a transportation cheaper than any other mode of inland conveyance yet discovered.  …

      Ballendine’s plan was to build bypass or skirting canals to get around the falls and rapids.  Washington and the first Board of Directors of the Potomac Company would choose in-river sluice navigation for Shenandoah Falls, Payne’s Falls and Seneca Falls.  As discussed by Briggs, this was not necessarily the best solution but it was the least expensive. Locks and independent canals would be used around Great Falls and Little Falls.  When Washington and the Board made their decisions, they of course did not have the benefit of Briggs.  It was the thirty-five years of experience of the Potomac Company that formed Briggs’ and others’ experience which was subsequently used on other canals.

      In planning for the Potomac Canal, Washington and the Board had to decide for a maximum boat size.  This would be used to size the locks and determine the width and depth of the canal,  There is no recorded discussion in the records of the Potomac Company on the ideal size of boat that the Potomac Company canals and locks should be designed for.  Washington’s view, expressed in 1783, was that the canal should accommodate:

Vessels of 6, & not exceeding 10 Tons burthen, are recommended tho’ the Canals should be made to suit larger Vessels & Rafts drawing 3 feet water & 60 feet long.”

      From the beginning it appears that there was a rough agreement that the canals and locks should be constructed for the boats then existing on the river – 60 to 70 feet long and 7 to 10 feet in width, each carrying 100 to 120 barrels of flour.  Potomac Company President Tobias Lear described the shipping situation to Jefferson in 1796, undoubtedly almost identical to the situation when Washington became President of the Company:

      Boats from 60 a 70 feet head and 9[ft?] beam ply constantly between Cumberland and Williams port on the Connigochegue, each carrying from 100 to 120 bbls flour, they come down in 1-1/2 days deposit their Cargoes and return home in 5 day s—from Williams Port Sheppards town and the junctur of the Potomac and Shananoah they bring their flour etc.  Boats of the same description to the G. Falls and to Watts Branch, at both which places good store Houses are erected, from whence it comes (presently mostly by land) to the shipping port.  Between 25 and 30,000 barr’ls flour was brought in boats to he falls and branch last year.  About 30 boats ply upon the River and such was the demand for them when I was last up (in feb’y) that one hundred could have found full employment…

      In 1800, the Board reiterated the decision to design for the size of these existing river vessels:

      The Boats which Navigate the River are rarely more than 7 to 8 feet wide and 60 odd feet … it may be a great object to make the Locks of as limited Dimensions as possible.

      On Tuesday, May 31, 1785, Washington and the Board met again and decided to advertise for the men to undertake this work: 

Ordered that Advertisements be inserted in the Alexandria, Baltimore and some one of the Philadelphia Papers giving Notice that this Board will meet at Alexandria on the first Day of July next to agree with a Skilful Person to conduct the opening and improving the Navigation of the Potowmack river from the Great Falls to Payne’s and from the upper part of the Shanadoah to the highest place practicable on the North Branch, and also to agree with two Assistants and Overseers – Also that liberal wages will be given to any Number not exceeding one hundred good Hands with Provisions and a reasonable Quantity of Spirits; that a further Encouragement will be given to such as are dextrious in boring and blowing Rocks in which Service a proportion of the Men will be employed and that the Conductor of the Work or some other Person authorized will attend at Seneca on the third Day of July next and at Shanadoah on the 14th Day of July to contract with the men who may offer for this Service -—

      At the same meeting, the Board authorized the construction of four work boats, two each for the two work parties.  These boats were to be strong boats, “ … each to be thirty five feet long, Eight feet wide or upwards and not less than twenty Inches deep in the common manner of the Flats used at the Ferries on Potowmack above Tide Water.”
  Two were to be contracted for by Captain Abraham Sheppard of Sheppardstown and the other two by Col. Josias Clapham.

      When the Board met on July 1, 1785, a number of persons applied to work as the Directors’ Assistants. None of the applicants were found, “…Equal to the Superintendance of the Business,” and none had sufficient, “Credentials of their Abilities and Integrity to be employed  in the Subordinate Departments…”
 It was at this time that George Washington recommended James Rumsey to the Board as Superintendent.
  Rumsey was then building a house for Washington in Bath, Virginia.
  The following day, George Washington sent a letter to James Rumsey suggesting that he consider applying for the position of Superintendent and encouraged him to meet Colonel George Gilpin who was traveling to Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls for the purpose of hiring men for the two work gangs that the Company had authorized.

      Washington was very much aware of Rumsey’s experimentals with steam powered boats.  He considered this experience to be a potential benefit to the Potomac Company as such boats could assist in propelling boats upstream through the sluice navigations that Washington had planned.

D.  Hiring of James Rumsey (1785) to Oversee Works of New Company
      Rumsey was hired on July 14, 1785, by the Company as Principal Superintendent at a salary (including expenses) of ₤200 per year Virginia Currency (approximately $666/year) – or about four times more than the Company paid its laborers.
  At the same meeting, the Directors hired W. Richardson Stewart, of Baltimore, as one of two Assistants under Rumsey for a salary and expenses of ₤125/year Virginia Currency (approximately $416).
  Since they could not find another suitable candidate for Assistant Superintendent, only Stewart was hired at this time.

      In the same meeting, Washington and the Board established some of the basic rules for their new work force: workmen were to be paid every two weeks and each worker would receive daily rations of 1 pound of salt pork or 1-1/4 pound of salt beef or 1-1/2 pound of fresh beef or mutton a day, plus 1-1/2 pounds of flour or Bread and 3 gills
 of rum per day.

      On August 2, 1785, Washington and the Board began a trip to Seneca Falls and the Shenandoah Falls to investigate conditions for improving river navigation in these two areas.  Their first stop was Mr. Goldsborough’s house, at the head of Seneca Falls, approximately twenty miles above Georgetown.  On August 3, 1785, Washington and the members of the Board examined Seneca Falls from canoes provided by James Rumsey.
 At Seneca Falls, they decided upon sluice navigation.

E.  Decisions for Sluice Navigation

      Washington and his companions were very much aware of John Ballendine’s plans for bypassing Seneca Falls by the use of locks and a bypass canal.  Despite Ballendine’s preference for a bypass canal at Seneca Falls, Washington and the Board decided to use sluice navigation: 

      The Water through these Falls is of sufficient depth for good navigation; and as formidable as I had conceived them to be; but by no means impracticable.  The principal difficulties lye in rocks which occasion a crooked passage.  These once removed, renders the passage safe without the aid of Locks and may be effected  for the Sum mentioned in Mr. Jno. Ballendine’s estimate (the largest extant), but in a different Manner than that proposed by him.  It appearing to me, and was so unanimously determined by the Board of Directors, that a channel through the bed of the River in a strait direction, and as much in the course of the current as may be, without a grt. increase of labour and expence, would be preferable to that through the Gut, which was the choice of Mr. Ballendine for a Canal with Locks.  The last of which we thought unnecessary, and the first more expensive in the first instance, besides being liable to many inconveniences which the other is not; as it would probably be frequently choaked with drift wood, Ice, and other rubbish, which woud be thrown thereby through the several inlets already made by the rapidity of the currts. In freshes and others which probably would be made thereby; whereas a navigation through the bed of the River when once made will, in all probability, remain for ever, as the currt. here will rather clear, than contribute to choak the passage…

      This passage implies that the sluice navigation through Seneca Falls was to be taken down the middle of the river, where the current is strongest.
  Therefore this plan would not be able to use a tracking path or towpath along the bank of the river for river vessels moving upstream, as suggested by Ballendine in his plan.   Washington addressed this possible deficiency by proposing chains mounted between buoys to haul upstream moving river vessels.    He wrote:

It is true, no track path can be had in a navigation thus ordered, nor does there appear a necessity for it.  Tracking constitutes a large part of Mr. Ballendine’s estimate.  The want of which, in the rapid parts of the River, (if Mr. Rumsey’s plan for working Boats against stream by the force of Mechanical powers should fail) may be supplied by chains buoyed up to haul by, which would be equally easy, more certain, and less dangerous than setting up with Poles.  Whilst track paths, it is apprehended, can not be made to stand, and may endanger the Banks if the Wood is stripped from them, which is their present security against washing.

      From here, Washington and his party travel upriver to Keep Trieste furnace, about one mile above Harper’s Ferry and at the head of Shenandoah Falls.   Washington describes the passage of his party through the Shenandoah Falls to Harper’s Ferry at the mouth of the Shenandoah River.  In so doing, he describes the future course of the Long Canal to be dug out of the bed of the Potomac River by the Potomac Company.  This navigation would follow the Maryland shore.  This sluice navigation would have a tracking path along the shore to allow horses to pull boats upriver through the falls.  As at Seneca Falls, at Shenandoah Falls Washington and his Board decided not to follow Ballendine’s recommendation to build a bypass canal with locks:  Washington wrote of his travel through Shennadoah Falls to Harper’s Ferry and the mouth of the Shenandoah River.  He begins by writing about the Gut
 or swash at the head of Shenandoah Falls, across from Keep Trieste Furnace.  This would become the upstream entrance to the Long Canal:

About Sunrising, the Directors and myself rid up to Keeptrieste, where Canoes were provided, in which we crossed to the Maryland side of the river and examined a Gut, or swash, through which it is supposed the Navigation must be conducted.  This Swash is shallow at the entrance, but having sufficient fall, may easily (by removing some of the rocks) admit any quantity of Water required.  From the entrance to the foot, may be about 300 yards in a semi-circular direction with many loose, and some fixed rocks to remove.  Having examined this passage, I returned to the head of the fall, and in one of the Canoes with two skilful hands descended them with the common currt. in its natural bed, which I found greatly incommoded with rocks, shallows and a crooked channel, which left no doubt of the propriety of preferring a passage through the swash.

      Once having determined that the preferred approach to the head of Shenandoah Falls was on the Maryland side, Washington traversed the remainder of the falls to Harper’s Ferry and the mouth of the Shenandoah.  He found that the deep channel was on the Maryland side of the river and that the Virginia side was shallow and with shoals.  The canal therefore needed to be constructed adjacent to the Maryland shore.  Although the Maryland side of the river was full of rocks, these rocks could be removed by the workmen of the Potomac Company: 

      From the foot of the Swash the Water is pretty good for 3 or 400 yards further, when there is another fall of it, or rapid with an uneven bottom which occasions a considerable ripple at Top; but as their is sufficient depth, and the channel middling straight, the difficulty here in descending is not great, but to return without the aids spoke of at the Seneca falls may be labourious.  From hence the Water is good to the head of the Island just above the ferry, by which it is shoal on the Virginia side with some rocks, and tho’ deepest on the Maryland side, is worse on acct. of the Rocks which are more numerous.  The distance from the head of the Falls to the Ferry may be about a Mile and half.

      Next, Washington and the Board members traveled down the rapids below Harper’s Ferry  – sometimes called Bull Ring Falls, followed by the Spout and then Payne’s Falls.  Again, Washington decided that sluice navigation constructed in the riverbed adjacent to the Maryland shore was better than building a bypass canal:

      Here we breakfasted (i.e. at Harper’s Ferry); after which we set out to explore the Falls below; and having but one Canoe, Colo. Gilpin, Mr. Rumsey (who joined us according to appointment last Night) and myself, embarked in it, with intention to pass thro’ what is called the Spout (less than half a Mile below the ferry).  But when we came to it, the Company on the Shore, on acct. of the smallness, and low sides of the Vessel, dissuaded us from the attempt, least the roughness of the Water, occasioned by the Rocky bottom, should fill and involve us in danger.  To avoid the danger therefore we passed through a narrow channel on the left, near the Maryland shore and continued in the Canoe to the lower end of Pain’s fall distant, according to estimation, 3 Miles.

      Washington and his party then traversed Payne’s Falls, the last difficult river rapids between them and the head of Seneca Falls:

These falls (i.e. Payne’s Falls) may be described as follow (i.e. beginning at Harper’s Ferry and traversing the Spout):

      From the Ferry for about 3 hundred yards, or more, the Water is deep with rocks here and there, near the Surface; then a Ripple; the Water betwn. which and the Spout, as before.  The Spout takes its name from the rapidity of the Water, and its dashings, occasioned by a gradual, but pretty considerable fall, over a Rocky bottom which makes an uneven surface and considerable swell.  The Water however, is of sufficient depth through it; but the Channel not being perfectly straight, skilful hands are necessary to navigate and conduct Vessels through this rapid.  From hence, there is pretty smooth and even Water with loose stone, and some rocks, for the best part of a Mile; to a ridge of rocks which cross the river with Intervals, thro’ which the Water passes in crooked directions; but the passage which seemed most likely to answer our purpose of Navigation was on the Maryland side, being freest from rocks but shallow.  From hence to what are called Pain’s falls the Water is tolerably smooth, with Rocks here and there.  These are best passed on the Maryland side.  They are pretty swift, shallow, and foul at bottom, but the difficulties may be removed.  From the bottom of these Falls, leaving an Island on the right, and the Maryland Shore on the left, the easy and good Navigation below is entered.

      Once their party has cleared Payne’s Falls, they met on the bank of the Potomac River and reaffirmed their decision made at the first meeting of May 30, 1785, to improve the navigation of the Potomac River here through sluice navigation and without the use of the bypass canals and locks recommended by Ballendine.  In Washington’s words:

At the foot of these falls (i.e. Payne’s Falls) the Directors and myself (Govr. Lee having joined us the Evening before) held a meeting.  At which it was determined, as we conceived the Navigation could be made through these (commonly called the Shannondoah) Falls without the aid of Locks, and by opening them would give eclat to the undertaking and great ease to the upper Inhabitants, as Water transportation would be immediately had to the Great Falls from Fort Cumberland, to employ the upper hands in this work instead of removing the obstructions above, and gave Mr. Rumsey directions to do so accordingly, with  general Instructions for his Governmt.

      This decision was formalized and entered into the proceedings of the President and Directors on the following day, Monday, August 8, 1785:

      The President and all the Directors having yesterday viewed and examined the Shanadoah Falls from the flat water above to that below were unanimously of Opinion that the Navigation may be carried through the falls without a Lock and that the purpose of the Incorporation would be best promoted by the speedied removal of the Obstructions within the above described space.

      What remained was to instruct Rumsey to use the workers that he had been employing in the Shennadoah Falls for this purpose:

      It is therefore ordered, that the Party directed by the former Order to be employed above the Shanadoah Falls be immediately employed in clearing and improving the River for Navigation from Payne’s upwards through the Shanadoah Falls.

      The Board also gave Rumsey a letter of direction, allowing him a great deal of latitude in executing what would come to be known as the Long Canal and the Seneca Canal.

      With the basic decisions as to the work that needed to be carried on at Shenandoah Falls and Seneca Falls having been made, Washington continued down river: 

      The Nature of the River, from the foot of Pain’s falls to which a description has already been given, is – From that place to Smith’s ferry, on the No. of the Island already noticed (about 2 miles) the Water, generally, is pretty smooth, with round stones of different sizes at the bottom and in places shallow.  From hence to Lucket’s
 ferry at the Mouth of the Maryland Kittoctan (about 5 miles farther) the Water is Smooth and of sufficient depth in one part or other of the river for Boats, except at one ripple near to, and just above Lucket’s ferry, which is occasioned principally by a fish dam.  From and between this and the Virginia Kittcotan, where the river passes through the Mountain of that name, is what are called Hook’s falls
, which are no otherwise difficult than from the Shallowness of the Water and crookedness of the Channel, both of which it is presumed, may be much improved.  From these Falls to Knowland’s ferry, which is about 4 Miles and Six from Lucket’s, the Navigation, leaving Trammel’s Islands on the left and Peach Island on the right, is easy and pleasant, with only shoal Water in one or two places which may be deepned without much expence.  From hence to the Seneca Falls, the Navigation is in no part difficult.  In one or two places, particularly above the upper Island now, or formerly, belonging to the Hites, the Water is rather Shoal, but may readily be deepned (as the bottom is of round stone), if a better passage cannot be had on the No. side of the Island.  The Fish pots, of which there are many in the River, serve to clog the Navigation, and to render the passage more difficult upon the whole.

      In writing to William Grayson some two weeks later, Washington summarized the trip to Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls:

      We have got the Potomac navigation in hand: workmen are employ’d under the best manager and assistants we could obtain, at the Falls of Shenandoah and Seneca; and I am happy to inform you that, upon a critical examination of them by the Directors, the manager and myself, we are unanimously of opinion that the difficulties at these two places, do not exceed the expectations we had formed of them; and that the navigation thro’ them, might be effected without the aid of Locks: how far we may have been deceived with respect to the first (as the water, tho’ low may yet fall) I shall not decide; but we are not mistaken I think in our conjectures of the other.  …

      Almost a year later George Washington wrote John Fitzgerald and George Gilpin about his misgivings with locks and bypass canals – that they are expensive and may be constructed in the wrong place:

      With respect to this part of the business (i.e. concerning locks and bypass canals) I feel, and always have confessed an entire incompetency: nor do I conceive that theoretical knowledge alone is adequate to the undertaking.  Locks, upon the most judicious plan, will certainly be expensive; and if not properly constructed and judiciously placed, may be altogether useless.  It is for these reasons therefore that I have frequently suggested (though no decision has been had) the propriety of employing a professional man.

     By these decisions, the Potomac Company had committed to a river navigation system largely based on sluice navigation in the riverbed of the Potomac.  Bypass canals would still be used at Great Falls and Little Falls but the remainder of the river navigation system would be dependent on sluice navigation and river travel.

F.  Work Begins

      Work began quickly at Seneca Falls.  By August 1st , 1785, forty-four men were working on the channel. 

      The Superintendent at Seneca Falls was Richardson Stewart.  The overseers were John Ball, John Ryan, Thomas Boyham and Michael Burns.  Most of the rest of the work force were laborers, except Luke Gardiner, the carpenter.
   

      By August 1785 Washington wrote that work was taking place at both Seneca and Shenandoah Falls.
   Company records indicate that by late September 1785, James Rumsey had a work force at Shenandoah Falls somewhat larger than Richardson Stuart’s work force at Seneca.
  There the work got off to a slow start.
  The Company was having trouble hiring laborers, dealing with disorderly behavior of their workers, unseasonable heavy rains
 and not having the necessary work boats constructed because of the sickness of Colonel Clapham.
  

      The work force at Seneca Falls, under Richardson Stewart, consisted of typically two to three overseers one of which was sometimes senior.  The most senior overseer, such as John Ball, would receive ₤5  per month, Virginia currency (i.e. $ 16.65).  Normally overseers, such as Thomas Boylan or John Ryan,  would be paid ₤4 per month Virginia currency (i.e. $ 13.32).  Underneath would be the bulk of the workers, laborers with Irish, Scottish or English names earning ₤2 per month Virginia currency ($ 6.66).  Occasionally the Company’s payrolls reveal a more colorful name, such as the laborer called “Black Norway” who worked at Seneca Falls.  From these salaries would be deducted the cost of rations, unless the workers provided their own.  Some of the laborers were borers, men who drilled into the river to establish a purchase for the black powder explosive.  These men, used an iron drill and a sledge hammer, were paid salaries and a bonus payment, typically by the inch bored, at 1 penny Maryland currency per inch.   Men like Owen Dawley could bore 247 inches in a two week period.  Other men bored less, like Francis Cole at 110 inches; John Campbell at 93 inches; or John Medcalf at 126 inches.  The use of drills meant blacksmiths were needed to sharpen the bits and the work force usually included a blacksmith, like William Gladhill, usually paid ₤3 12/  Virginia currency per month (three pounds, twelve shillings i.e. $12.00). During this period almost the entire work force was free except for one slave who was employed as a blacksmith, Negro Joe, owned by Basil Magruder.  Magruder was paid ₤3 per month Virginia currency for his slave (i.e. $10).  Later pay rolls, such as the ones from Shenandoah Falls in 1786, occasionally list a “blower,” such as Frederick Smith or  John Bidle, to light the black powder.  They, like the laborers, were paid ₤2 or 40 shillings, per month, Virginia currency.  There was usually one carpenter listed on these payrolls, such as Luke Gardiner, paid ₤4  3/ 4 per month Virginia currency (four pounds, three shillings, three pence i.e. $13.86).  And there was usually a Commissary listed, to take care of the rations and hire the cook. The Commissary was usually paid, like John Harper, ₤3-0-0 ($10) per month.  Cooks are only sometimes listed in these payrolls.  Phebe Mitchell, paid ₤1 per month Virginia currency (i.e. $3.33) was the cook at Shenandoah Falls in 1786.
 Overseers at Shenandoah Falls under James Rumsey included Alexander Pollock, John Ryan and Edward Rumsay.

      Work continued from 1785, when the Company began clearing sluice navigations at Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls, to 1802, when the Company opened the Great Falls bypass canal.  The company’s workforce varied from six to one hundred and twenty workers, during this period.
  The existing fifty-two Potomac Company payrolls list 823 workers having worked for the Company during the seventeen year construction period.
  Twenty-nine different occupations were used, such as overseer, laborer, blacksmith, carpenters, stonemasons, borers, rock blasters, colliers, carters, cooks, washers, nurses, commissary, and others.  The largest single occupation was, of course, laborer, comprising 79% of the workforce.  Overseers were next, at 5% of the workforce.   Borers (for blasting) were the third largest single occupation, at 4%, followed by blacksmiths, at 3%, and carpenters, at 2%.  Particularly during the 1780s, the Company used a mix of free labor and slave labor.  Slaves comprised 17% of the reported workforce.  Later, with the construction of the Little Falls and Great Falls bypass canals, this percentage would increase greatly.  The workforce was, of course, overwhelmingly but not totally male.  Seventeen woman employees of the Company were reported in these payrolls (about 2% of the workforce).  They worked as cooks, washers, nurses, but also as wagoneers.

      It has been written that most of these early canal workers were illiterate.  This is not true for the Potomac Company employees.  Literacy of workers can be assessed by using these fifty-two payrolls because if the worker was illiterate they than had to sign the payroll with “their mark” and that mark had to be witnessed.  The analysis of these payrolls indicate that 52% of all workers were literate.  Since the illiterate workers included slaves (17% of total workers) and women (2% of the total), it can be seen that a large majority of the free white male workers were literate.

      It has also been suggested that wages of laborers declined from 1785 to the mid-1790s and that the Potomac Company was motivated to cut costs by cutting wages.  The data contained in the fifty-two payrolls indicates that these statements are incorrect.  Laborers wages remained relatively constant throughout the seventeen year construction period, at £2 per month ($6.66/month).
  Nor is there any records in the surviving papers of the Potomac Company to indicate that wage cutting was a priority or even of interest to the Company.

      Another fallacy was that the workforce of the Potomac Company was very “volatile,” that workers came and went and that companies such as the Potomac Company had difficulty in keeping their workers on the job.  This fallacy comes from the nature of the payrolls themselves.  The payrolls of the Potomac Company indicate a large number of workers who only worked one, two, three days per payroll.  The suggestion here is that most workers only worked for the Canal Company as long as they could before leaving it for something better.  But the payrolls of the 18th century Potomac Company were not like our payrolls of the late twentieth century or early twenty-first century.  The Potomac Company payrolls were a list of who was paid for labor.  If an overseer needed a cord of wood, he would promise a farmer to give him one day of pay to bring the wood to the desired location.  This transaction would be listed on the payroll.  Therefore, these payrolls included both core workers, who worked most days and stayed with the Company for long lengths of time, and casual day laborers who provided a specific service for the Company at a specific time.  One annotation in these payrolls, for example, was to hire a wagon and driver to go and pick up drunk laborers.  Clearly this was a one time occasion.  

      By analyzing the fifty-two surviving payrolls, it is possible to identify the core group of laborers who remained with the Company for long periods of time:


Name



Period of Time Worked


Abbott, John



1786-1790


Bailey, Joseph



1785-1792


Barry, James



1789-1792


Brennan, Christopher


1788-1792


Bryas, James



1785-1788


Bulger, John



1789-1791


Butler, John



1785-1792


Butler, Thomas


1786-1792


… and numerous others.

      The payrolls also indicate that this “core” group worked the great majority of days available.  They represented a stable workforce.

      The remarkable account of Captain Pointer, included as an appendix to this paper, provides qualitative evidence that many workers made a career in the employment of the Potomac Company.

      The work that these workers did was difficult.  Removing rock was a manual affair, aided by blasting.  “Fire-splitting” was also used to split the rock.  Washington, in his visit to Seneca Falls on August 10, 1785, refers to the workmen, “…gathering coal.”
  Some of the payrolls include a coal burner, such as Pat Dogherty who worked at Shenandoah Falls and Great Falls from 29 September to 29 December 1790.
  Coal or charcoal fires were lit amidst a rock to be split, inducing expansion.  Then the rock was quenched with river water to induce rapid contraction and, if done properly, splitting of the rock.

      The ordinary laborer, the bulk of the work force at Seneca Falls and at Shenandoah Falls, earned $6.66 per month or about 26 cents for a twelve hour day of labor, six days a week  -- two cents an hour.  Most employers, like the Potomac Company, hired few or no laborers during the winter months.  So money made during the construction season, beginning March 1st, had to be sufficient to last the winter months.  On the other hand living expenses were minimal.  Food was plentiful and inexpensive.  Housing, in accordance with the standards of the day, were likewise inexpensive.  A laborer simply did not have to work many days to earn a minimum standard of living.    

      Work proceeded slowly.  A factors contributing to the lack of progress at Seneca Falls and at Shenandoah Falls was the lack of workboats, which the Board had directed the company to contract for on May 31, 1785.
  On November 10, 1785, the Board ordered Rumsey to contract for additional boats.
  Lack of adequate hoisting machines was also another problem.  Hoisting machines needed to lift the larger rocks were poorly designed by Richardson so they were not usable.
  

      As early as September 9, 1785, Washington and the Board of Directors knew that they had severe problems with their workers – a little over a month after the work on improving the navigation of the Potomac had begun.  The proceedings of the President and Board state, “it having been represented to this Board that the Hands employed in the work of opening the Navigation of the River are irregular and disorderly in their Behavior…”
          

      Washington and the Board had difficulty assessing the amount of work done at these work sites.  On September 22, 1785, Washington visited the work at Seneca Falls and, because of the height of the river, could not accurately estimate the amount of work done. He guessed that not much work had been accomplished:

…in a boat (we) passed down the Seneca falls to the place where the workmen were blowing Rocks; but the Water having raised, and the river being muddy, I could form no accurate judgment of the progress which had been made.  To me it seemed as if we had advanced but little, owing to the fewness, and sickliness of the hands, which it appeared ought to be increased and their Wages raised in order to obtain them.

      The Board’s answer to these problems was to hire sixty indentured servants from Baltimore.
  On October 18, 1785, the Board authorized the hiring of 100 Negroes at ₤20 per year Virginia currency.
  Although the Potomac Company would later rely extensively on slave labor, these 100 slaves were not hired at this time.  From the very beginning the Company was experimenting with different forms of labor to do the work needed.  The work force that resulted was a combination of free, slave, indentured workers and contractors.

      Weather was a problem. The river began rising at Seneca Falls in November, 1785, thereby halting work.  Some of the Seneca Falls work force were sent to Shennadoah Falls and some to Great Falls.  The latter were to be engaged in, “…building and preparing Huts for the Reception of the other Hands where they are to continue their work as long as the Season will admit of it to advantage.”
  

      The Potomac Company payrolls tell the story of the Company’s progress.  The first payroll for Great Falls,  covering the period from 12 November to 26 November 1785, lists  Thomas Boylan is the overseer.  He had worked as overseer at Seneca Falls.  Laborers included Owen Dawley, James McCord, James Shields, Michael Shelly, John McGhee, Allen McLean, Hector McLean, and Benjamin Clifton  -- nine men total.  Despite the order of the Board the existing payrolls show that only three men had worked at Seneca Falls and were subsequently transferred to Great Falls: Boylan, Gardinet and Dowley.
  As the autumn progressed, additional men would join this group.  By the end of January 1786, this group had grown to 55 men.  Boylan was still overseer but had been joined by Christopher Little and Thomas Sturgis, also overseers.  John Ryan was designated as the rock blower.  Three carpenters were employed: James McFacon, Daniel Jenkins and Nathaniel Porter.  Three blacksmith were also listed: Henry Tulford, John Mather and James Boyd.  One woman was also listed: Elizabeth Knox, washer – perhaps the wife of John Knox, laborer.  Work had begun on the Great Falls bypass canal in a serious way.  Progress, however, was slow.  Work would continue on the Great Falls bypass canal for the next sixteen years.

G.  Planning the Great Falls and Little Falls Bypass Canals

      The planning for the Great Falls and Little Falls bypass canals was also initiated in the autumn of 1785.  On September 22, 1785, Washington walked over the land proposed for the route of the Great Falls bypass canal and was favorably impressed.  “Nature seems to have clearly to have marked out…” the route wrote Washington.
  In his diary he wrote of the route:

      The place for the Canal at the Great Falls, as I have just observed, is most evidently marked along a glade which runs quite from the Still Water above the Spout, or Cataract, to the river ¾ or a Mile between it, and from appearance will not be deep to dig; but at the upper and lower end, is a good deal incommoded with rocks.  The glade itself seems tolerably free from them, but how the bottom may turn out when the Soil is taken of I know not.  More than probably it will be found stony.

      Two years earlier, Washington had written that eight locks would be required to bypass the Great Falls:

…requires 8 Locks on the Virginia Side.

      Washington continued down the Potomac River and described the river between Great Falls and the head of Little Falls:

      At the Mouth of the branch wch. issues from this glade locks I think may be well secured by the point of a hill and Rocks just above it.  Here we embarked in smooth water, that is not very rapid; and in a quarter of a mile passed a short rapid not difficult, a Mile further another rapid, rather worse but not very bad, and afterwards two more, the last of which in its present state is the worst
, but none of them very bad.  In many parts the River is tolerably smooth, the current by no means rapid, and upon the whole easier than I had conceived.  In places it is tolerably wide and not deeper than I had supposed.  Between the two Falls, there are several small Islands, most of them Rocky, but one tolerably large and to appearance of good Land.

      Washington described the proposed route of the Little Falls bypass canal:

      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, if it is carried on a Slope.  If on the other Hd. it is to go on a level, the Hill side adjoining does not appear unfavorable.

      This is similar to the comment that Washington wrote on the Bruce-Beatty report of 1783:

      From the upper end of the rapids at the lower falls to tide water may be about 2 miles – and 40 feet fall requiring 4 locks on the Maryld shore to be taken out opposite the lower end of an Island above into a cove below at some distance below the flowing of the tide which is necessary for the security of the Locks against floods & Ice.

      In describing the route of the Little Falls bypass canal, Washington could not help but comment on the possibility of sluice navigation down through the Little Falls instead of building a bypass canal, with locks:

      The little fall, if a Rock or two was removed, might be passed without any hazard, more especially if some of the Rocks which lye deep and which occasion a dashing surface could be removed.

      Washington visits Great Falls again, less than a month later.  On October 17, 1785 he sets out to meet the Directors of the Potomac Company in Georgetown and from there they proceeded to Great Falls.  On October 18, 1785, Washington writes of the route of the bypass canal at Great Falls:

      After an early breakfast at Mr. Fairfax’s, Govr. Johnson and I set out for the falls (accompanied  by Mr. Fairfax) where we met the other Directors and Colo. Gilpin in the operation of leveling the ground for the proposed cut or Canal from the place where it is proposed to take the Water out, to the other where it will be let into the River again.  In the highest of which, and for near 70 Rod
, it is between five or seven feet higher than the Surface of the Water at the head.  After which it descends, and for at least 300 yards at the lower end, rapidly. This cut, upon the whole, does not appear to be attended with more difficulty than was apprehended: for tho’ the ground is higher than was expected, it appears from some experiments of sticking a spiked stake down in those parts, that there is two to 3 feet of soft Earth at Top, and the lower end of the Canal well calculated to receive locks to advantage; as also to dam the Water, to throw it back into the Canal and thereby reduce the digging; wch. may also be done at the head by loose stones being thrown into the River to a Rocky Island.  The length of the Cut from the work of to day, is found to be about 2400 yards, a little more or less, upon exact measurement.

      In his trip to Great Falls, Washington also examined the Maryland side of the river:

      Took a view of the River from the Spout or Cateract to the proposed entrance of the Canal below, to see if I could discover (as some supposed there was) the advantage of a Canal on the Maryland side, in preference to one on this, but saw no likely appearances of it.  About 400 yds. Below the Cateract, there is a Cove, into which emptys a small part of the River thro deep and steep Rocks on both sides, which is a good defence to it; and some little distance below this again, is another Cove; but how a Canal was to be brought thither I could not (having the River between) discover.  However at, and below both, is rapid water, one little, if any, inferior to the Spout at Shannondoah.

      It was at this meeting that the Board of Directors decided to undertake the excavation of the Great Falls bypass canal in the coming winter, 1785-1786.

      In February 1786, Washington again visited Great Falls for the purpose of reaffirming the best route for the canal.  Because of high water, a determination could not be made.  Stewart, the Assistant Manager to Rumsey, was given orders to, “have all of them (i.e. potential routes) opened, accurately measured, leveled, and their bottoms sounded by the day of March when the directors are to be requested pointedly to meet for the final choice.”

      This decision as to the best route for the bypass canal was included in the Proceedings of the Board of Directors:

      The Board after viewing and examining the Ground that which they were of Opinion would be the most eligible Tract for the Canal proposed to be cut directed that an accurate draft of the same be made of the Courses & Distances & also of the different risings & Fallings in the Ground & that the same be laid before them at a future meeting to be held at this place in March next…

      While this decision was being made, the workers were directed to continue digging at the upstream end of the canal at Great Falls.

      Washington met with the Board at Great Falls on March 3, 1786 to reexamine the best route for the bypass canal.  But it was snowing very hard, leaving at least a foot of snow on the ground.  Washington and the other members of the Board could not inspect the different routes and had to make a decision from within the Company huts erected the previous autumn.

      On July 4, 1786, Washington and the Board of Directors met at Seneca Falls and reaffirmed their earlier decisions to pursue sluice navigation within the bed of the Potomac River.  They ordered Rumsey to move the workers from Great Falls to open the river above Great Falls to navigation so as to be in compliance with the Act establishing the Potomac Company, which required that this be done within three years of enactment.

H.  Labor Problems 

      From the beginning the Potomac Company had labor problems.  The free labor initially hired were found to be “irregular and disorderly in their Behavior.”
  The indentured servants brought from Baltimore proved equally unreliable – many ran away at every opportunity.  On February 22, 1786, the following advertisement appeared in the Maryland Chronicle:

From the Alexandria Gazette of the 1st January we hear that several servants who had been purchased to work on the Potowmack Navigation lately ran away, but being soon after apprehended, were sentenced to have their heads & eyebrows shaved, which operation was immediately executed, and is to be continued every week during the time of their servitude, or until their behaviour evinces that they are brought to a sense of their duty.  This notice, it is expected, will sufficiently apprize the country should they again make a similar attempt.

      James Rumsey advertised on June 21, 1786 for missing indentured servants.

These indented Irish servants, Wm. Fee (Shaved,) James Nevin, Francis Cacy, Arthur Mullin, (shaved) Thos. Moore, James Munnay, Hugh Taylor, Rob’t Meighan, Taylor took a variety of clothes with him, among them a super fine green cloth coat with bright buttons. ₤60 reward for all or ₤10 for each.
 

      In addition to running away, a large number also died within their first two years of employment – approximately ten per cent of the total.  On August 4, 1787, the Potomac Company did an inventory of the ninety-four indentured men and women which they had bought – approximately one third had either died or run away.
  This inventory, arranged by the ship in which they had arrived, gave the following report:








Still present
Died
Run Away

Of the ships company called the White boys

 
16
   6

14

Of the ship company called the Blue boys

 
25
   3

  2

Of the ships company called the Green boys

 
15
   0

  2 


Of the ships Company called Yellow boys


   8
   0

  3










 64
   9

21

      As recommended by Thomas Johnson in 1785, “(slaves would be) more valuable than that of common white Hirelings.”
  The Directors of the Potomac Company would turn to free labor and slaves to meet their labor needs.

      It was also at the July 4, 1786 meeting that James Rumsey demanded additional pay to continue his services as the Chief Manager of the Potomac Company.  The Board refused to provide additional pay and Rumsey was replaced by his first assistant, Richardson Stewart.  Stewart was replaced by James Smith, who was authorized ₤ 200 Maryland Currency per year (₤250 Virginia currency or approximately $833/year).  Washington had dinner with Rumsey that evening.
  Rumsey had only worked for the Potomac Company for a little less than a year.

      A month after having left the Company, on August 4, 1786, Rumsey submitted to the Company ten charges against his successor, Richardson Stewart.  These charges included charges that stated that Richardson Stewart did not know how to build hoisting machines, was unusually cruel to his workers and used poor judgments in undertaking his duties.

Washington and the Board of Directors examined these charges approximately one month later, on October 3, 1786.  Washington wrote that he thought the charges were, “malignant, envious and trifling.”
 The Board made a record of their disposition of each of the ten charges made by Ramsey against Stewart.
  Stewart remained superintendent or chief manager of the Company.

      Rumsey’s charges against Stewart put Washington and the Board of Directors in a difficult position.  Rumsey had already resigned.  Stewart probably was a cruel manager, as the deliberate burning by hot iron of Michael Barnet attests (Stewart ordered his servant to burn Barnet and when the servant hesitated, Stewart beat the servant).  But Stewart was getting the Company’s work done.  And he was in charge of a group of men that represented the lowest strata of early society.  The reality was that there were numerous worker-related problems in the Potomac Company.  Rumsey, the day before he was unable to get the Potomac Company Board of Directors to increase his salary, wrote to Washington about the theft of black powder from the Company:

…Our (w)hole troop is Such Villians that we must for the future give the powder in Charge of a person appointed for that purpose to measure it to them on the ground by the Charger…

      In an earlier letter, dated March 29, 1786, Rumsey tells Washington how the Fairfax county authorities arrested fifteen of the Company’s workers at Great Falls and how two workers received five lashes each for, “…Sum offence to a woman that Lives at Mrs. Bauguses.”

      Washington and the managers knew that its workers were unruly and troublesome.  One way to rectify this problem was to hire slaves in lieu of the free white workers.  On October 4, 1786, the Board of Directors ordered that an advertisement be made for Negroes to be hired by the Company and that the Company retain such hands as may be necessary from November 12, 1786 to April 12, 1787 at the wages of 32/ (i.e. 32 shillings or $5.32/month) for common hands and for 40/ prime hands (i.e. 40 shillings or £2 or $6.66/month).

      Despite Washington’s comment on October 3, 1786 that Rumsey’s charges were “malignant, envious and trifling,” by June 1788 it was apparent that Richardon Stewart had to go.  Additional charges had been made against Stewart.  Like before, Washington and the Board did not find Stewart guilty of these charges.  The statement drafted in the Proceedings of the Board was extremely careful not to accuse Stewart of wrongdoing while, simultaneously, removing him as the Superintendent of the works:

      The Board being of Opinion that it will be most to the Interest of the Potomack Company that one manager only should be employed in their Service and the Conduct of the work on the river Mr. James Smith is appointed to take place, as such on the Expiration of Mr., Stewarts present Year, under the Salary of the principal Manager and he is Directed to Employ such Overseers only as he may approve and judge necessary for the Number of men which may be retained in Service from time to time.

      On June 2, 1788, the Board sent to Stewart his separation letter: 

      We met to Day by appointment to hear the Charges against you but could not with Propriety go into an examination of Witnesses in your absence which however to be regretted we believe involuntary----on a general View of the Situation of the Company’s affairs, being of Opinion that the Present Fund or prospects will not warrant our Continuing two managers, we have come to the inclosed  Resolution it is with reluctance we found ourselves under the necessity to make an arrangement while at this point of time may possibly be thought by your Enemies to be Occationed by the Charges against you but it has proceeded solely from our duty and Inclination to promote the Company’s Interest without being influenced in any degree by Facts alleged and not examined into ---- the preference given to Mr. Smith is on different principles and we expect cannot surprise you or hurt your feelings…

I. Work Continues on Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls Sluices

      On June 3, 1788, the Board reiterated their intent to aggressively pursue the development of the in-river channels at Seneca Falls and Shenandoah Falls and the bypass canal at Great Falls.

      In 1788-1790, work continued at Shenandoah Falls and Seneca Falls, although at a reduced rate.
  Work also continued at Great Falls during this period.

      Not many contemporary descriptions of the actual construction activities of the Potomac Company survive but one surviving paper in Washington’s possession at the time, of unknown authorship, gives us an opportunity to view the work done between December 1790 and January 1792 – a little over a year period.

1790. December 18.  Sat off from Shannandoah falls for the great falls, and when we got there we worked at the lock seats, untill we went to the little falls.

1791.  February 21.  James Rannells overseer, and a party of the Labourers went from the great falls to the little falls, and the remainder of the hands went there in april following—except a black smyth and assistant, John Cusack Mason, and two men to assist him in building the stone wall for the Company’s new house, also John Smith and a negroe man, Cuting and hewing Logg’s for said House; the men Cleared the cut of the Canal at the little falls, and from wood and Wreck, built the Hutts etc., and cut 52 perches of the Cannall, all but clearing the stones out of it. 

June 4.  the men Tools etc. Came from the little falls to the Great falls, and worked from the falls branch at the upper end of the cannall, to the upper end of Sennica fall Viz, at the upper end of the Great falls Cannall, blowed and leveled the rocks there and cleared from thence sundry places, and points up the river, blowed, and removed sundry rocks in the water, built walls in different places, and cut sundry barrs of rocks between the Great falls and the Widow Brusters landing and likewise blowed and removed sundry rocks at Trammells bottom, and at the lower end of the Cut at Sennica, deepened the head of the cut at Sennica and made Considerable Improvements at the head of the cut, in the daming.

August 12.  Left the Great and Sennica falls, and came to Hooks falls
 sunday Evening the 14th Ins’t with the Company’s tools etc. and worked there from one End of the Falls to the other, blowing and moving of rock’s and Every obstruction that could be done, until there was a rise of water and the hands getting very sickly, and the weather wett, and nothing but bowe [bough] Hutts to keep in, we Improved it a good Deal; but may be still Improved more.

August 30.  Left Hooks falls, and went up the same day, above Colo. Locketts ferry
, done Every thing there, that the river, would admit us to do.

September 1st.  Left Locketts falls, and went up to Berlin
 stayed there the 2nd.  Did all there that the river would admit us to do.

September 3.  Left Berlin and went up to Paynes falls.  Cleared out the fall there, and made a Dam of a Considerable length in order to turn the water thro. The Cut and lined the cut on the maryl’d side, with stone and wood the whole length of the cut, and went over all the work opposite the mill removed and blasted Sundry rocks, etc. opposite that bottom, and blowed sundry rocks between there and the spout at Shannandoah, and removed sundry obstructions.

November 5th.  Left Paynes falls, and went up to Shannandoah falls, blasted and removed Sundry obstructions, above the spout, up to the mouth of Cates branch: and went over the former works, deepened them; and Improved the daming, as much as the river would admit of and the health of the people.

November 24.  Left Shannandoah falls, and Came to the Great falls, went to work in the Lock seats, and on Sunday the 11th of December, the river raised Considerably, there happened to be a musk rat hole, in the banking, which the water got thro, and carried away about 14 feet in the front, and two feet deep, and against the back wall, went upwards and downwards Some distance, which took the hands near a week to repair, and returned then to work at the Lock seats.

1792 January 7th.  All hands went to the little falls.

[Endorsement:  Return of Movements by the Potowmack Company’s hands being 9 times from December 18, 1790 to January 7th 1792]

      By 1792 Potomac Canal Company President Thomas Johnson would report that much of the in-river improvements had been accomplished and that work was underway on the bypass canal at Little Falls:

      Since our report delivered at the meeting in August last, the passage between the Seneca and the Great Falls has been made safe and easy by making it straight in many places, removing rocks and throwing up dams to collect and deepen the water where ever it was necessary.

      The navigation at Hook’s Fall has been made perfectly safe, by making the passage straight along the Virginia shore.

      A canal at the Little Falls is cut on the Maryland side of the river nearly the whole distance necessary, and in general to the full depth, the stone is swept out and a wall built for nearly a mile; the digging for the lock seats is let out for a specific sum and the work commenced.  As the number of hands intended too be employed at this place could not be procured and those that were got being sickly the work has not been carried on with the expedition we wished and intended, but have every reason to expect it will be nearly, if not quite, completed this fall and winter.

      We farther report that Captain Thomas Beall of Fort Cumberland has undertaken to complete the navigation from that place to Gregg’s Mill according to law for a certain sum.  Mr. Denton Jaques has engaged to employ hands and clear a small rapid near Fort Ferderick called Garrison Falls.  Captain Henry is now employed in clearing the Shepardstown Falls, all of which we will have finished with the greatest dispatch in our power.

J. Construction of the Little Falls Bypass Canal (1791-1795)

      Work began on the Little Falls bypass canal at the beginning of 1791.  The bypass canal was to be 3,814 yards long (2.16 Miles) six feet deep and twenty-five feet wide at the top and twenty feet at the bottom.  This was larger than the sluice canals excavated at Seneca Falls, House Falls and Shenandoah Falls, which were sixteen to twenty feet wide and four to five feet deep.  The bypass canal at Little Falls was to be equipped with three
 wooden locks.

       In 1792 the Potomac Company employed over 100 men, under James Smith, in digging the Little Falls bypass canal the route of which had been cleared the previous year.  Ten black slaves were included in this work force.
  The remaining were free labor.  By November 5, 1792, the Board authorized hiring up to 200 slaves at $60/year.
   In the same meeting, the Board authorized the purchase of the wood needed to build the wooden locks at Little Falls.
  

       In January 1794, the Potomac Company hired over sixty slaves to work in the coming year.
  These slaves continued digging the canal at Little Falls and that portion of the Great Falls bypass canal that extended upstream from the basin.

       On December 27, 1794 John Fitzgerald was President of the company and the Board consisted of George Gilpin, John Templeman, James Keith and Tobias Lear.  At this meeting, the Board resolved to retain their two overseers, Abner Meek and Michael O’Heara and some hands, not to exceed 30, over the winter months.  They appointed a Committee, consisting of George Gilpin, John Templeman and Tobias Lear, to meet with Leonard Harbaugh and urge him to finish the Locks at Little Falls immediately and, if they approved of his work to date, to enter into a contract with Harbaugh for finishing these locks within a given time.

      Leonard Harbaugh
 was an experienced builder.  He would wind up completing both the Little Falls and Great Falls bypass canals for the Potomac Company.  His son, Thomas
 would begin work for the Company in 1803.

      Leonard Harbaugh was a builder from Baltimore.  He was attracted to Washington, D.C. by the first Federal building program, 1791-1800.  His first project was a masonry arch bridge over the Rock Creek at K Street, constructed for $8668.  Unfortunately the arch collapsed shortly after construction but at no fault to Harbaugh’s reputation as he was contracted to rebuild it.  A respected builder in the new Federal city, Harbaugh was the President of the Architect’s and Builder’s Society of that city – a very early example of such an organization.
 

       By 1794 it became apparent that Harbaugh would be able to complete the Little Falls bypass canal in the near future.  The company’s attention turned to the completing the Great Falls bypass canal.

J. Construction of the Great Falls Bypass Canal (1795-1802)
      With completion of the Little Falls bypass canal soon to be accomplished, the main challenge facing the Potomac Company was the construction of a skirting or bypass canal around the seventy-six foot drop of the Great Falls.  This canal was to be 1200 yards long (0.68 miles) six feet deep, twenty-five feet wide at the top and twenty feet wide at the bottom – to be excavated mostly from solid rock.  Lock seats for five locks also had to be excavated and masonry locks constructed.  A mistake in the siting of this canal or in the construction details would be very expensive and otherwise harmful to the company.

      It was in the summer of 1794 that the Potomac Company first invited the famous English engineer, William Weston, to visit the works at Great Falls and to give his opinion of that construction.
  President George Washington, who had previously urged the use of English engineer James Brindley to consult on the construction of the Great Falls and Little Falls bypass canals in 1786,
 now encouraged the Potomac Company to hire William Weston as a consultant.  On December 12, 1794 he wrote Potomac Company President Tobias Lear:

…I will not neglect any fair opportunity of facilitating a visit from Mr. Weston to that quarter  (i.e. the Potomac Canal)… 

      On December 21, 1794 he again wrote Lear:

…A good opportunity presenting itself on Thursday last, I embraced it, to enquire of Mr. Morris, if the Directors of that company might entertain any hope of deriving aid from Mr. Weston’s opinion, respecting the Lock seats at the Great fall of that river; his answer was; ‘Mr. Weston, from some peculiar circumstances attending their own concerns, had been prevented from visiting that spot, as was intended, but that he was now expected to be in this City in a few days (as I understood) when he wd. propose, and urge his going thither.

      In the same letter Washington discussed the use of inclined planes, in lieu of locks, at Great Falls:

The plan of Mr. Claiborns Engineer, as far as I understand it, is to avoid locks altogether.  The vessels are received into a basket or cradle, and let down by means of a laver and pullies; and raised again by weights at the hinder extremity of the laver, which works on an axis at the top of a substantial post fixed about the centre of the laver…

      But Washington is wary of the use of an inclined plane at Great Falls and shares his reasons with Lear:

My doubts of the utility … arise, first, from the insufficiency of any machinery of this sort to bear the weight of the cradle when charged with water, and a loaded boat therein; and its aptness to get out of order by means thereof; secondly I do not find that they are in general use; and thirdly because, if I recollect rightly, Mr. Weston has told me (but of this I am not certain) that no method of raising and lowering boats, has been found equal to that of Locks.

      Again on January 12, 1795, Washington wrote Lear about Weston:

…the Canal Company of this State (has given permission) for Mr. Weston to visit the falls of Potomack, and that he might be expected at the federal city about the first of next month…

      Again on March 5, 1795, President Washington wrote Lear about Weston’s visit:

      From what you have written and from what I have heard from others, I hope Mr. Weston is on the Potomack ‘ere this and that much benefit may be expected from his Visit.  He is certainly a judicious man.  with both theory and practice united.  I am pleased to hear that the Locks which have been erected at the little falls have stood the test of a first trial so well; and this pleasure will be increased if Mr. Weston should make a favorable report of them.

      Weston visited the Potomac Canal, in March 1795.  The President and Directors reported on that visit in their annual report on August 6, 1795.  Weston approved of the locks constructed at Little Falls but recommended the lock seats at Great Falls, then under construction, be relocated:  

      At the last annual meeting the Company directed that Mr. Weston, the person who has the direction of the Susquehannah & Schuylkill Canal should be requested to take a View of the Great Falls and give his opinion as to the most eligible way of conducting those Locks from the foot of the Canal to the River – the application to him was immediately made but his presence could not be procured till the middle of March, during which time every kind of work at the Great Falls was necessarily Suspended.  Upon examination of the Ground & River Mr. Weston recommended it to the President & Directors to relinquish the place where considerable progress had been made in sinking some of the Lock seats & to conduct the Locks to that part of the river which had been originally marked out for that purpose but given up upon the Representation of Mr. Smith the Conductor of the work at that time, from the view of Saving the expence of one of the Locks – at the same time Mr. Weston took a view of the several pieces of work done upon the river from the Shanandoah Falls to tide water especially the Locks at the Little Falls all of which as far as executed met with his warmest approbation – he also took a view of those parts of the River Shanandoah where the principal impediment to that navigation are to be encountered.  His observations upon different parts were put into writing which are ready to be produced to the Company – No time was lost after Mr. Westons View of the Great Falls in taking the necessary measures to carry his recommendations into effect…

For this work Weston was paid ₤370.

      By June 12, 1795, the Board had advertised for the excavation of the lock seats at Great Falls.  No one applied.  They therefore decided to undertake the first three locks from the basin, including the walls in-between, using the company’s work force.  They also decided to continue to advertise for a contractor to undertake the other three lock seats, i.e. those that would have to be hewn out of rock.
  They also decided to advertise for bricks to build the locks.
  On June 22, 1795, the announced that they had agreed with Edward Noss to make 500,000 bricks and to lay them in the lock seats at Great Falls.

      On December 22, 1795, the Board authorized that the Company to advertise for building stone and lime:

Ordered that Advertizement be published in the Alexandria, George Town, Shepherd Town & Frederick Papers that the Directors will purchase Three thousand Cubic feet of Lime stone to be delivered at the lower end of the Canal at the Great Falls before the 15th Mar, 1st April & 15th  May next and each piece of Stone to be not less than two feet by four, not less than four inches thick and a Quantity not less than Six thousand Bushels of good unslacked Lime to be delivered at the same place…

      The Company ordered lime for making the mortar needed for the locks at Great Falls since hydraulic cement had not yet been discovered in this country – it would be first discovered in 1817 by Canvass White.

       In February 1796, the Board began to make preparations for the oncoming construction season at Great Falls.  They authorized that a dormitory for the workers be constructed:

Resolved, that measures be taken immediately to complete the House already begun on the lot belonging to the Potomak Company at the Great Falls and to erect such other works as may be necessary for the accommodation of those people who may be employed by the Potomak Company at that place in the cheapest manner that will answer the purpose: And that to effect these objects, twelve thousand feet of Inch Plank be purchased and sent to Great Falls by the best and most expeditious means.

The dimensions of the Building contemplated for the accommodation of the people, are 79 ft long, 18 Ft wide and 7 ft high in the Clears to be covered with Plank.

      It was at the same meeting that the Board ordered a quantity of three inch diameter rope, to be mounted in the existing ringbolts installed in the rock below Great Falls to assist the boats in hauling themselves up the river.  Many of these ringbolts can still be seen today by canoeists.
  The record states:

That a Quantity of 3 Inch Rope not less than two Coils, be procured and fixed in the Ringbolts below the Great Falls, for the purpose of hauling Boats up the River…

      By this time construction on the Potomac Canal had continued for over ten years.  Many, like Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, had questions on when the canal would be completed.  Tobias Lear responds to Thomas Jefferson’s questions on the status of the Potomac Canal, and particularly what needed to be done at Great Falls, on March 13, 1796:

… I am pleased that it is in my power to answer your queries respecting the navigation of the Potomac.


1st ‘What proportion of the work is done?’  At least four fifths.  Boats carrying from 100 to 120 bbls flour pass freely from New Creek, 12 miles above Cumberland to the Great Falls.  A few places in this distance require bettering; but in the low water of summer they can be done at no great expence.  The Canal leading to the Lockseats at the Great Falls is completed.  The lock seats remain to be excavated and the Locks finished.  This is the great work now to be done.  Six locks, of 12 feet each, are required here.  the three first, from the situation of the ground, or rather rock, will require more walling than excavation; but the 3 last, next the River, must be sunk in a Rock and this Rock being of a tough, sluggish nature but too hard to be broken with picks, will cause great expence of powder and much hard persevering labour.  The course of the locks is changed from the original plan and they will now communicate with the River in a secure and eligible situation.  The portage from the Basin of the Canal at the Great Falls to a good and safe landing place below the Lock seats on the River is scarcely half a mile.  Great pains have been taken in perfecting the navigation between the Great and little falls, which is now safe and good, and may be used at all seasons.  The Canal and Locks at the little falls are finished and have been in use upward of 8 months.  So that excepting the portage at the Great falls the river is used from 12 miles above Fort Cumberland to tide water.   …

      In the same letter Lear responded to Jefferson’s fourth question, regarding the expected rate of return on capital:

4th Query.  ‘What per Cent will it probably yield in the present State of population and produce?’

      …to proceed on sound data it is best to take the quantity of flour etc. exported from Alxa. And Geo. Town 9/10ths of which is brought from such parts of the Country as will naturally send its produce down the River when the navigation shall be completed.  The follow’g statemt in figures will place the matter in a clear point of view---

orign’l Capital of the Potom’k C’y

₤ 50,000 St’g

say Interets on the above accord’g to 
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exported from Alex’a and G. Town in 1795 estimating 

the whole as flour*





200,000 bbls at 9 d.



₤
7500

Tobacco 1500 Hhds at least from the River

   
Above, at 3/



         

  225

Pig Iron and Castings at a low estimate 


1000 tons, 4/





  200

The only return Article that can be fairly

 ascertan’d at present is salt of which more 

than 200,000 bush’ls at 3 farthings

per bush’l





  625







₤         8,550

This alone will give an interest of almost eleven per Cent, on the accumulated Capital of 78,000, immediately on the completion of the work.  Should the forgoing be exaggerated (which I believe is not) it would be much more than made good by articles not enumerated …

* Upwards of 150,000 bbls flour was exported from Alex’a and about 10,000 from G. Town, the other articles would fully make up the 40,000 bbls. [Note in original]

      Ballendine’s cost estimate and expected revenue, prepared in 1774, was projected to yield a much higher expected return on investment.  But 11% return on investment, as reported by Lear to Jefferson, was quite respectable.  When the Great Falls bypass canal was completed, it was expected that the Potomac Company would be a profitable venture.

      On December 22, 1795, the Board asked Company President Tobias Lear to invite Captain Christopher Myers to meet with them in Georgetown and to review his proposal for taking over the position of Chief Engineer of the company.
  They had previous conversations with Myers and President Washington, always interested in the involvement of engineers in the affairs of the Potomac Company, had written them to encourage them to move with haste with any plans they may have to hire the English engineer:

      If the directors are in want of such a character, as the enclosed letter describes, it may be well to intimate it as soon as possible; as it is not likely that Mr. Myers will remain long unemployed, as lock navigation is contemplated in many parts of this country.  I have not seen the Gentleman myself, but understand from others that his testimonials are full and ample; and that he is a stout, healthy man.

      On December 25, 1795, Washington went further.  He informed Captain Myers that should Myers chose to visit the Directors, that Washington would provide him with a letter of recommendation:

      I mention this because the letter of Mr. Myers seems to imply more, and as much depends upon the skill, industry and other qualifications of an Engineer, or Person employed in such a work, that you may examine him critically yourselves; for it is proper I should observe that I have no other knowledge of Mr. Myerss fitness than is derived from his own Acct, and some papers which he has shewn, but which I had not leisure to examine correctly.

      Captain Myers was hired on January 4, 1796 at a salary of $1600 per year.

      At the same meeting, the Board authorized the hiring of 100 slaves for the coming construction year, 1796.
  The Company, however, had trouble finding this many slave laborers.  In addition to the slaves, because of the rock excavation at Great Falls, the Company intended to recruit several miners acquainted with, “the best manner of blasting & Quarrying Rock etc.”

      Having contracted with Marks and Nicholas Noss in June 1795 for 500,000 bricks for the locks, in March 1796 the Board found out from its engineer, Captain Myers, that the bricks made by the contractors were not adequate.  Nicholas Noss made inquiries whether it was possible to drop the contract, agreeable to both parties.
  

      In the summer of 1796, the Board asked Captain Myers to examine the Potomac River navigation at Payne’s Falls, the Spout and Shannandoah Falls and to report back what actions were necessary to place the river navigation in the best possible condition.

      In March 1796, they disapproved a plan for Captain Myers’ house at Great Falls as being too large, and, instead, dictated that the house be twenty or twenty five feet wide by thirty five feet deep and two stories tall.

      On September 13, 1796, the Board ordered that the locks at Great Falls be extended to fourteen feet in width, instead of the twelve feet initially ordered.  At the same meeting, the Board ordered Captain Myers to purchase up to thirty more indentured servants:

Ordered that the Engineer Capt. Myers do go to Baltimore and endeavour to buy any number of Irish Labourers not exceeding Thirty as he may approve of at a credit of Sixty or ninety days and convey them to the Great Falls.

      It was at this meeting that the Board again expressed its concern about the Potomac Navigation at, “Pains & Hooks Falls and the Spout.”
  The in-river channels, which were supposed to be inexpensive and quick, continued to demand the Potomac Company’s time, attention and money.

      At the same meeting, September 13, 1796, the Board approved a performance oriented award system for Captain Myers that would award him up to $5000 if he would finish the locks at Great Falls:

Ordered that Capt. Myers the Engineer be allowed Twenty Four hundred Dollars p ann. for this year and the next and the further sum of Five Thousand dollars if he compleats the Locks at the Great Falls so that loaded boats can pass in twelve months or Two Thousand five hundred if in Fifteen Months or in Proportion for any time above twelve and under Fifteen Months, from the first Day of the Present month and that the same be communicated to him by letter…

           On October 1, 1796, the Company contracted with John Henry to quarry  and cut, “…Eighteen thousand feet of stone for the purpose of building Six Locks at the Great Falls…” for ₤95 Virginia currency.
  The stone was to be quarried adjacent to Seneca Creek, Maryland.   The Company was to provide transportation across the river, including loading and unloading.  Myers put the freed slave, George Pointer, in charge of the company’s boats for this operation.
  The number of boats to be loaded by Henry in any given day was to not to exceed four.
  Stone for these locks may have also come from the, “White Quarries,” also from Seneca.

      Advertisements for quarrymen appeared in the Washington, D.C. papers:






LIBERAL WAGES

WILL be given to a few men who are acquainted with the quarrying of freestone.  Apply to Thomas Paxton, or John Delahunty, at the Seneca quarries; within ten miles of the Great Falls.

      Despite this activity and offered bonus, the locks were not to be finished soon.  Captain Myers would not get the bonus and it would take the canal company another seven years to complete the Great Falls bypass canal.

       Not all work was at the Great Falls.  The in-river sluices also demanded the Company’s attention.  By January 1797 the Potomac Company had a contractor and a crew working to clean the river channel at Payne’s Falls, under the supervision of Captain Henry.

       On November 2, 1796, Captain Meyers proposed to the Board that his salary be raised to $4000 per year, a proposal that was rejected by the Board.
 

Dissatisfaction with Company engineer Myers began to grow amongst Board members.  It was at the January 6, 1797, meeting that the Board expressed this dissatisfaction with their engineer and, in particular, his request for an absence of three to four weeks from the works.
  The Board met at Great Falls six days later in order to examine the works and to insure that no, “… extravagant and unnecessary Expenditure of money has taken place here during the past year ---“
  The Board compared the Company’s belongings to inventories and examined the accounts.  By the next day the Directors had suspended the Company Clerk, Mr. Goulding.
  By the following day, Saturday, January 14, 1797, the Board had decided that “…measures be taken to carry on the work during the present year upon a different arrangement from the last…”  They decided to hold a meeting to discuss this new approach for completing the Potomac Canal at Great Falls by holding of the Board of Directors and Stockholders four days hence, on January 18, 1797, at the Union Tavern in Georgetown.

      The Directors had become very unhappy with Captain Myers and the progress that he and his men had made at Great Falls during 1796.  The Board became particularly concerned in what Myers had expended Company resources for.  They began an investigation at Great Falls.  Their investigation yielded the following snapshot of the Company’s finances during 1796:

Total Company expenditures during 1796


₤ 11,724  19s  11d

Total Company expenditures during 1796 

made at Great Falls 




₤    7,266   5s     9d

These expenditures were broken down as follows:

Amount of wages paid including Labour,

 Carpenters, Mason, Boatmen, Clerk, etc,

₤      3044  8s  
   2d

Rations





₤        651 11s 
  10d 

Engineer





₤        856 16s     0d

Cut Stone





₤        591   4s     0d

Powder





₤        491  17s  11d

Sundries including Timber for Lock Gates

   Plank timber, Shingles, nails, lime,

   Iron, Cordage, Tools, Boats, etc.


₤       1630   7s  10d








₤       7266   5s    9d

Expenditures at other Places and paying of 

   Old accounts due before 1796


₤     4,438  14s  2d








₤   11,724  19s  11d

      This was a huge amount of money for the Company – one fourth of its initial capitalization or $32,500.  What was worse was that much, much more work needed to be accomplished before the Great Falls bypass canal would be open.  As the Directors reported:

How far the Excavation and other work done on the Lock seats correspond with the labour expended at that place, it is impossible for the Directors to judge.  A Considerable Excavation has been made between the Bason and the River, in the Course of the Lock seats; but much more still remains to be done.

      The Directors reported what work had been accomplished at Great Falls by the beginning of 1797 and what materials were on hand:

· Guard Wall at Upper River Entrance

A Guard Wall has been made in the River on the upper side of the Entrance into the Lock, which when completed will answer a valuable Purpose

· Coffer Dam Below Last Lock (Downstream Side)

…and a dam has been made to secure the fixing of the outer Site of the lower Lock, which if it stands the attack of the Ice (it?) will be securing a very important point

· Timber Lock Gates

One pair of Guard Gates and one pair of Lock Gates are prepared to put up; and the greater part of the Timbers for the others provided and paid for; but the low water during the past summer and autumn has prevented its being brought down the River.
 

· Valves

30 Pair of Iron sluice Locks for the Great & Little Falls are made and paid for.

· Cut Stone (for locks)

About 4000 feet of Cut stone, superficial measure is prepared (enough by the Engineers Account to build two locks) and paid for according to contract.  The State of the Water has also prevented this from being brought down.

· Lime

1000 Bushels Lime which has been paid for lays in the kiln on the River at Col. Bally Plantation.

      The Directors also reported what buildings had been constructed in support of the Company’s operations at Great Falls:

· On the Company’s Lot at Great Falls

… 5 Houses have been built on the Companys Lot each about 16 Feet square, one story high, in front and two back; the ground story on the Back being built of Stone, serves as store houses for the articles belonging to the Company – the other story a frame filled with Brick, laid in Clay – the whole covered with Shingles.  Four of these five houses are occupied by the Mechanicks employed in the Company’s service and one is directed to be finished for an Office for the Company… 

      But what came as a surprise to the Directors was that Captain Meyers had company workmen, using company supplies, building similar houses on his property:

Two other Houses under one Roof similar to those described, excepting the ground story have been built on a lot belonging to Capt Myers, one occupied by the low gate maker the other now used as an Office for the Clerks
 

      Other buildings at Great Falls included various huts for as many as 150 workers.  The 79 feet long by 18 feet wide by 7 feet high dormitory that the Board directed Captain Myers to construct in February 1796 was still not constructed:

A number of Huts for Labourers are also built in different places with (indistinct) and capable of accommodating 150 Men --.

The House intended to be built for the Potomak Company Lay (on) the Ground story and part of the first Story run up.  The joists of the lower Floor are laid.  Flooring and other Plank are on the spot for it but the Board have ordered that nothing more be done on it at present.

      The Directors examined the inventory of Company property at Great Falls and found no discrepancy between the inventory and the property and that the tools and supplies seemed to be in good order and well taken care of.
 

      The Directors, however, suggested that Captain Myers may have not followed the Board’s order to construct the Great Falls buildings in the cheapest manner, as instructed in February 1796:

The Engineer having ordered to have the Accomodations at the Great Falls built in the cheapest manner that the nature of the Thing would admit of, the Measurement and Value of the Work is the only means now left to show if this order has been complied with or not.

      Company President Tobias Lear and Directors John Templeman and John Mason finished this report with a rebuke to Captain Myers:

      The Engineer will settle with the Company for the Materials and labour belonging to them, which have been used in his service, also to settle respecting the House built on his Lot.

      Myers did not refute that Potomac Company men and supplies were used on his house.  He informed Lear and the Directors that the total cost of these men and materials from July 1, 1796 to December 31, 1796, was only ₤ 44  4  4-3/4, Virginia Currency.

      In defense of his actions in using Company workers to build his house, Captain Myers replied that he could not hire any other workers at Great Falls and therefore had to use Company workers: 

      The reason why I employed for my own use any of the Companys hands, was my not having been able to hire any servants in the whole country: chiefly owing to the advanced period of the season when I settled at the Great Falls.  It therefore became a matter of necessity and not of choice.  I have now provided myself with people to do all my own work, independent of any assistance from the companys people.

      The Board was extremely displeased with the performance of Captain Myers.  Their visit and inspection of the works at Great Falls on January 12-14, 1797, set the stage for a larger review at the Union Tavern in Georgetown, including the stockholders, scheduled for Tuesday, January 17, 1797.  The purpose of this meeting was to review Captain Myers performance and to discuss the findings the Board made at their recent visit to Great Falls.  Captain Myers did not appear at this meeting.
  Myers failure to appear at this meeting sealed his fate with the Potomac Company.

      On Tuesday, May 2, 1797, the Board fired Captain Myers as Engineer of the Company.  Resentment against Myers had been welling up for some time and the expression of that resentment against Myers took the form of a lengthy statement copied into the Proceedings of the President and Board of Directors:

Resolved that the Engineer Capt. Christopher Myers be immediately dismissed from the service of the Potomack Company for the following reasons.

1st.  Because he refuses proper and reasonable Communications with the Directors, and to deliver plans which are already made, as well as to furnish others called for.

2d.  Because he so often absents himself and gives so little of his time to the works of the Company that they have suffered very Materially in consequence.

3d.  Because he has not furnished, when applied to, proper working plans to the different Artificers, and thence they have been either impeded in the progress of their business, or done it in such a manner as to make it necessary to pull it to pieces again, to the great Loss and Detriment of the Company.

4th.  Because, he has not furnished, when called on by the Directors, Bills of Materials proper to be employed.

5th.  Because he has neglected to inspect, or suffered to be passed, materials prepared for the Potomack Company’s use by Contract, until the Directors driven to the necessity, or withdrawing their Confidence, employed an Inspector, when the several months after such materials were begun to be prepared and a proportion was condemned by the Inspector appointed, he at length makes a Report and acknowledges that a part of them are unfit for service, -- Instance the Cutt Stone.

      The Board of Directors concluded these charges that Captain Myers actions resulted in, “…a great and unnecessary Expenditure of Money – the work retarded and probably, in many Instances, improperly executed…”

      The Board went on to nominate two of a three member committee to arbitrate the accounts that Captain Myers was responsible for, including James Hoban, then in charge of the construction of the White House, and Charles Lowndes.

      Shortly thereafter, the following advertisement appeared in local newspapers:






C A U T I ON






____________

      The public is requested to suspend any opinion, that may arise from certain C A L U M N I E S in circulation, tending to injure my character; made on the force of a difference that has taken place between the directors of the Potomac Company and myself:

 
W E  H A V I N G  M U T U A L L Y  A G R E E D

T O  L E A V E  T H E  B U S I N E S S   TO  A R B I –

T R A T I O N.

      Therefore invidious and improbably tales, I have the confidence to think, will not obtain any degree of credit in the public mind; to whom, in a little time, I shall present a statement of the several causes that have induced me to resign the situation of Engineer to the Potomac Company.

     
Matildaville          
\

Great Falls of Potomac
]    C.  MYERS


May 24, 1796

/

      Myers was to die a short time after.

      Captain Myers and the work at the Great Falls bypass canal were not the only problems for the company.  In 1792, they had entered into several contracts with Captain Thomas Beall of Samuel, Maryland, an early pioneer and prominent figure of Western Maryland.  He had contracted to open the upper Potomac to navigation, from Williamsport to Cumberland.   Beall had not fulfilled the terms of these contracts.

      On October 4, 1797, the Board found that Captain Beall had not completed his second and third contract and that there was a considerable amount of work to be done on both.  They resolved that a letter be written to Captain Beall, “…Should Capt. Beall fail in compleating his Contract, he must expect no further indulgence.”
  

      Based on an examination of the work done in the river above Williamsport by Board appointed reviewers Edward McCarty, John Templeman and Jacob Boyer, the company specified the work undone by Beall:

From Williams Port to the upper end of Friends Bottom is 2 miles in which nothing appears to be done, except a few loose stones removed, work done 20 days, To be done 100.

From Friends Bottom to Hausers Ferrey is 6 miles, in which there is 10 day work done and 50 to be done.

From Hausers Ferrey to Newkirks Mill is 5 miles in which distance there is 4 sholes with 4 fish dams, work done 20 days, to be done 20…


From Newkirks Mills to Garresson falls is 3 miles in which distance there is one Shole and one fish dam, the dam is opened well, work done 50 days and to be done 500 …

      The report continued in the same vein up the Potomac River to Cumberland.  The reviewers were also critical of Beall’s lack of knowledge of the location of the canal channel in the river bed:

We find that Capt. Beall has done some work since last year, and has at some places, set up long stones and sticks, as markers to find the Canals by, but these markers cannot stand long.  We took him at the upper end of Willots Bottom, last year and offered him the steering oar, which he refused, and to our great surprise, he could not tell where some of his Canals lay.

      The reviewers were also critical of the work that had been completed by Beall, such as his walls and his dams of loose stones:

… Since the walls (constructed by Beall) are generally too weak to stand even a water fresh – Instead of their being from 4 to 6 feet thick they are not more than from one foot to 18 Inches thick… It would have been extremely beneficial t the works, and a good advantage to Capt. Beall, to have bolted down Logs to the Reafs of Rocks that run across the River, instead of having made dams of Loose stones.  The Logs might have been so fixed to have made the water run over them, in the dryest seasons, which would have made them very durable.

      The reviewers commented that many of the channels that Beall had constructed in the river bed were not straight and , “… the men were obliged to get out and lift the Boat over the sholes…”

      The reviewers also criticized the manner in which Captain Beall went about his work.

If Capt. Beall had have provided himself with a scow 12 feet wide and 45 feet Long – and had his Blacksmiths work and cooking done on Board of it, and a tent for the hands when it rained, it would have afforded him great advantages, in this business for Blacksmith work is indispensable in the quarry and Blasting of Stone…

      An Arbitration Board was established by the Company
 and settled with Beall on these contracts, although not to Beall’s satisfaction as he subsequently complained to the stockholders.  The stockholders resolved, on January 20, 1800, “That the President and Directors have done every thing proper on behalf of the Company respecting the Contracts with said Beall and the Therefore he has no just cause of Complaint.”

      On June 6, 1797, the Board moved to replace Captain Myers by entering into an agreement with Leonard Harbaugh, who had built the locks at the Little Falls bypass canal, to superintend the construction of the locks at the Great Falls.

      While the dispute with Myers was continuing, Company President Tobias Lear moved to gain a replacement source for the engineering services that were to have been provided by Myers.  He entered into an agreement with Nicholas King, a young English mapmaker/surveyor, to prepare drawings for the canal and locks to be constructed at Great Falls. King had emigrated to the United States, arriving in New York City in January, 1794.  By 1797 he was in Washington, D.C.
  By May of 1797 King had transmitted to the Potomac Company a sketch of the course of the canal with differences of level indicated but not accurate horizontal distances and bearings.
  For this work he was paid ₤13 – 13s.
  Three years later, in 1800, Nicholas King designed the locks at Great Falls that were to be built by Leonard Harbaugh.

      As the summer of 1797 progressed, the Board established the details of the construction work of the company:

· Boatmen were allowed extra whiskey when they worked in the river, but were given the same as other workers when on land.

· Boatmen were to be paid $9/month; more when they were boating.

· Borers were to achieve five feet per day, otherwise their wages were to be proportionately reduced.
  This was increased a month later to six feet per day when they hit softer rock.

· Extra work, for extra wages, was authorized for blasters.  In August 1797, “Bob the Blaster,” was paid additional wages of 4 shillings for extra work done the previous November.

· Additional black powder had to be procured and shipped to Great Falls to support the additional work.

      Leonard Harbaugh was in charge of construction at Great Falls.  Maurice Delany was hired as the lock builder; Richard Elliott as the excavator and B. J. Machall as overseer.  By September 1797, over 100 workers were employed by Harbaugh.
  Like much of the work done throughout the construction of the Potomac Canal, it was a mixed work force consisting of free whites working along side black slaves.
  Harbaugh himself was a slave owner, with slave Harry, a carpenter, working on the locks.
  Harbaugh also employed  his fourth son, Joseph Harbaugh, then eighteen, at the works as a carpenter.
   As before, masonry was shipped across the river from Peters Quarry at Seneca.
  The stone was hauled from the quarry to the river’s edge by Matthew Kennedy and his workers.
  Abner Meeks and his crew hauled the stone across the Potomac to Great Falls.
 Richard Gridley, the blacksmith, provided the hardware.

      Money was now the largest obstacle to the Potomac Company’s attempts to complete the canal at Great Falls.  On August 7, 1797, action was taken to authorize the Board to mortgage its future tolls, not to exceed $16,000.
   Mortgaging future income is a serious matter and the Board felt that they needed to show that they were serious about completing the Great Falls canal and therefore the Potomac River navigation.  To the authorization to mortgage future income, the Board appended the statement:

…and that no money be applied to any other object until the Navigation be made practicable at the Great Falls, unless in those Instances where obstructions prevent the navigation in some other parts.

      “Obstructions (to) prevent the navigation in some other parts…,” did happen.  On October 4, 1797, the Board had to take action to clear the channel at the head of Payne’s Falls from an accumulation of sand and gravel and to repair a wall along the long canal at Shenandoah falls.  In authorizing this expenditure, the Board noted that the work would not exceed $250.
  

      The year 1798 began with eleven workmen, mostly slaves, at work at Great Falls under John Panton.
  By the following month, February 1798, this work force was increased to twenty-four men, mostly slaves owned by John Templeman.
  Slaves worked not only as laborers but also as blacksmiths, referred to in the payrolls as “Doctor Stuart’s Julious,” and, “”Ditto his Nelson.”
  By March this work force was further increased to thirty-two men.
  The Company no longer afford to sustain as large a work force and subsequently reduced this number.  The traditional high construction months of 1798 saw only six to twelve workers employed at Great Falls.
  Work was accordingly slowed.

      On June 5, 1798, Company President Tobias Lear announced to the Board of the financially strapped organization that he had the loan of  “…the Sum of two thousand six hundred and odd dollars of Six percent Stock of the United States,” from Daniel Carroll of Duddington, “…and from General Washington the Sum of three Thousand four hundred and ninety eight dolls. Of like Stock, which have been put into the hands of the Treasurer…”

      It was not enough for on the following day, June 6, 1798, the Company released Leonard Harbaugh as Superintendent of the Works, along with Mr. Elliott, the Overseer, as:

…the funds of the Company would not admit of engaging hands to go on with work, and their Services being therefore no longer necessary.

      Leonard Harbaugh was hired back on September 4, 1798, to report on the flood damage to the canal at Little Falls, Great Falls and Seneca and to also report on the obstructions near Shanondoah Falls.
  The hands that were working at Great Falls were instructed to be employed at:

Banking and other necessary repairs until a Trunk with a flue Gate can be fixed in the waste Dam near the Guard Gate to carry off the mud – when they are to be set to Loosening and Dragging the mud in the Beason and Canal until they are sufficiently cleaned –

      On November 6, 1798, the Board had authorized that a petition be presented to the Assembly of Maryland asking them to take another 100 shares of the Company’s stock.  The Company’s treasury must have been extremely low for at the same meeting the Board directed that the Company’s horses, “…be sent down to Alexandria immediately and there sold for the best price the(y) will command.”

      There were other examples to indicate that the Board was not confident that additional funds would be forthcoming from the Maryland Assembly or elsewhere to complete the Great Falls bypass canal.  For example, the Board authorized the construction of the hoisting machine to be used at Great Falls in lieu of a set of completed locks.  On November 13, 1798, Leonard Harbaugh demonstrated a model of a machine for hoisting goods up the Great Falls for the Board.  The Board immediately adopted the machine and directed that John Mason and Daniel Carroll contract, “…with some person immediately to construct the same…”
  Such a machine would not be required if the Board felt that the Great Falls bypass canal would be completed anytime in the future.

     But help was to be forthcoming from the Maryland Assembly.  On January 20, 1800, the Board authorized that a contract be let for completing the five Locks needed at Great Falls:

Contract for Potomack Navigation

At the Great Falls of Potomack there are five Locks to be constructed.  The seat for one of these Locks is already excavated.  The seats of the other three are Still to be excavated.  The Presd. And Directors are anxious to contract for the completion of the said Locks.  Or they will contract separately for the Excavation of the Lock or any of them or any other part of the Work…

      At the annual meeting of the Stockholders in August 1800, they announced to the Stockholders why they were able to move ahead with this contract:

… we have Granted Bond in the name of the Company, to the persons Who Subscribed the Bond to the State of Maryland dated the 10th of December last (i.e. 1799) in the penalty of 150,000 Dollars …

      The Company was not, however, successful in obtaining contractor to undertake the needed work.  Therefore they carried out the work using hired labor under the Company’s direction.  They entered into an agreement with Leonard Harbaugh to supervise the work.
  They began in April 1800 with fifteen workers.  The Company was able to increase this to thirty-five, although the average number of workers was around twenty-four.

      On December 17, 1800, the Board directed John Pointer
 to proceed to have the necessary repairs made at Seneca Falls and that Frederick Loeffler be authorized to hire up to twelve laborers to assist them at half a dollar a day plus rations and half a pint of whiskey.
 

      Because of their problem in getting adequate numbers of free workers, the Company turned once again to hiring slaves.  On December 17, 1800 the Board authorized the hiring of up to 60 negroes at from sixty to seventy dollars per year.

      To get through the rock at Great Falls meant blasting with black powder – a lot of black powder.  Eventually a worker had to be injured because of this heavy reliance on black powder for blasting.  On August 3, 1801, the President and Board of Directors reported one such incident to the stockholders:

      The Directors suppose it may be proper to mention to the Stockholders that in the prosecution of the work at the Great Falls this Summer an unfortunate accident happened to a Labourer named Robert Wisely then in the employ of the Company by the explosion of a rock charged with powder he had his face much wounded, and his Eyes so injured that he has not since recovered his sight.  Altho from the best information obtained on the Subject it appears that the accident happened thro’ the man’s own imprudence by meddling with the blasting business not committed to him, and with which he was unacquainted.  Yet as the intention was probably good and as the poor man’s Situation was a deplorable one – The Directors thought it but right to have the necessary care taken of him until except as to his eyesight he was restored to health; and since to contribute so far to his support as to allow him a ration per day estimated at fifteen pence Maryland Currency.

      More building stone was ordered January 13, 1801, again from the Seneca Quarries:

      Agreed with George Jacobs to quarry at Senica and deliver along side the boats 3000 feet of Freestone of the White kind…

      On May 4, 1801, the Board directed that basic changes be made to the plan of the canal at Great Falls:

      Resolved, that the following alterations be made, viz., Lock No. 1 instead of rising eighteen feet shall rise Twenty one feet.  No. 2, instead of rising fifteen feet shall rise eighteen feet.  Lock No. 3, instead of rising Twelve feet shall rise only Ten feet eight inches and that the width of said Lock No. 3 be so increased as when filled to admit two Boats of the usual size.  Lock No. 4, shall be (indistinct) as is Lock but be completed as is correct to communicate between Locks No. 3 and 5.  Lock No. 5 instead of rising twelve feet shall rise sixteen feet so that with the rise of eleven feet (indistinct) by the locks already finished the whole rise of seventy six feet eight inches shall be absorbed by the said Locks and that said Lock No. 5 if necessary be enlarged in its Contents by adding either in the length or Breadth …

      The following table summarizes the changes made by the Board in the height of the locks at Great Falls:

Locks



Before


After

Lock No. 1


18 feet 


21 feet 

Lock No. 2


15 feet 


18 feet 

Lock No. 3


12 feet 


10.67 feet 

Lock No. 4


(19.67 feet)

(11 feet)

Lock No. 5


12 feet 


16 feet 


Total rise 

76.67 feet

76.67  feet 

      On January 6, 1802, the Potomac Company was able to announce that the Locks at the Great Falls were now completed.
  The Great Fall bypass canal was open for commerce in February 1802.

      Thomas Harbaugh, Leonard’s son, furnishes us with a description of the lock and canal system built at the Great Falls by his father.

The Locks at the Great Falls of Potomac are Six in number, situated 14 miles above Georgetown, a greater part of them are blown out of the solid rock, a work of much labour & expence.  

A Further Discription of the size etc. of the Locks are—

From Gate No. 1 of Lock No. 1, at the Bason—to gate No. 2 is 390 feet in length 25 feet wide and 6 feet deep – from Gate No. 2 to Gate No. 3 is 112 feet in length 15 feet wide and 14 feet deep, called Lock No. 2, thence from gate No. 3 to gate No. 4 is a small Bason 400 (feet) in length 30 feet wide and 5 feet Deep, thence from gate No. 4 to gate No. 5 is Lock No. 3 is 97 feet long 12 feet wide and 19 feet deep walls made of red free stone, cut thence from Gate No. 5 to a large apron is 97 feet in length 20 feet wide and 4 feet deep, thence from the apron to gate No. 6 is Lock No. 4 – 100 feet in length 12 feet wide and 16 feet deep, one side and the bottom in solid rock, thence from Gate No. 6 to Gate No. 7 is Lock No. 5 – 95 feet Long 12 feet wide and cut down in the rock about 25 feet in Depth – making both sides and Bottom all solid rock, thence from gate No. 7 to Gate No. 8 – is Lock No. 6 – is 84 feet long 12 feet wide and 24 feet Deep with 1-1/2 Sides and all the Bottom solid rock --- part of this Lock has been cut down through the rock 43 feet in Depth – the River rises in the Lock in high water 53 feet in height.

The whole length from upper to lower gate is 1375 feet.

Fall of Water
From Lock No. 1 into Lock No. 2 is  9 feet

From Lock No. 2 into Lock No. 3 is  15 feet

From Lock No. 3 into Lock No. 4 is  11 feet

From Lock No. 4 into Lock No. 5 is  18 feet  

From Lock No. 5 into Lock No. 6 is  20 feet




Total Fall is      73 feet

      Harbaugh’s terminology is a bit skewed.  What he refers to as Lock Number One was the 390 foot long canal entrance to what is usually known as Lock Number One.  Hence there are five locks at Great Falls and not six.

      On the eve of opening the bypass canal at Great Falls, in December 1801, the Company ecstatically reported to the Governor of Virginia that the canal would be opened soon and, “…on in opening the Locks at the Great Falls will throw considerable funds into the hands of the Company…”

K.  Construction of Feeder Canals

      While Harbaugh was cutting the final locks at Great Falls, the Potomac Company began to plan for the expansion of the Potomac River navigation system.  In particular, the Board of Directors began construction of lateral or canals that would feed commerce to the Potomac River navigation. 

      The most important lateral canal system considered by the Board of Directors was that along the Shenandoah River.  In 1802 and 1803 the Virginia Legislature granted the charter to open the Shenandoah River to the Potomac Company.  The Board, on May 11, 1802, ordered several new projects.  They ordered that the condition of the wooden locks at the Little Falls (of the Potomac) be examined, that twenty men be ordered to remove the obstructions on the river between the Little Falls and the Great Falls, and that an examination of the Mill dams on Conococheague Creek and the Monocacy River be inspected by Leonard Harbaugh with a view of improving navigation on those rivers, and other work.

      The new financial optimism of the Board of Directors, in the wake of opening the locks at Great Falls, was not to last long.  By August 2, 1802, the President and Directors were reporting to the stockholders that due to unusually dry weather, the increase in tolls from the navigation were not as large as had been expected:

Upon this event (opening the locks at Great Falls) it was generally expected that the Stock of the Company would immediately become productive to the holders and we had no doubt of being able to lay before you at this meeting such a State of the Tolls as would afford a handsome dividend – We are however sorry to say that notwithstanding in common years the River is now navigable from George’s Creek to tide-water without interruption during a considerable part of the year – and that there was certainly large quantities of Flour and other produce prepared and intended to have been sent down the River to market on the opening of the Navigation at the Great Falls, such has been the remarkable low state of the waters hitherto since the Locks were finished in consequence of the total want of Snow last winter in the upper Country, and the rains then and since proving only very moderate and partial, that the River could only be used for transporting produce at short intervals after some of these partial Rains…

      Tolls would increase but never would meet expectations.  In their annual report to the stockholders in the following year, 1803, the President and Board would again complain about low water and a scarcity of boats but would express the, “…opinion of the President and Directors, good reason to believe that the Stock of the Company cannot fail rising in the public estimation.”
  The Company continued with its plans to improve the Potomac.  They reported on the use of two teams of workmen to improve river navigation: one team beginning at tide water and proceeding upriver to the head of Seneca Falls, the other beginning at Seneca Falls and continuing upriver to the mouth of the Shenandoah.  But the Company was anxious to develop lateral canals.  In particular, they were interested in developing navigation along the Shenandoah, the Conococheague and the Monocacy Rivers and reported on these.

      With regard to the Shenandoah navigation, the Potomac Company President James Keith presented to the Stockholders a report prepared by Leonard Harbaugh and Nicholas King on the construction of a canal along the Shenandoah and particularly through Harper’s Ferry.  The annual report concludes, “…there seems to exist but little difficulty as to Bringing the arrangement (with the War Department, who controlled Harper’s Ferry due to the armory) in Such manner as would be thought reasonable by the Board…”
  Keith was overally optimistic and the King/Harbaugh proposal for constructing a canal through Harper’s Ferry was never constructed.  

      The Company did construct a series of five bypass canals or river sluices on the lower Shenandoah River.  These were:

1. Littles Falls
 (10-3/4 feet drop) eight miles south of Harper’s Ferry:

On the Shanandoah at Littles Falls, one Lock, length 100 feet, width 12 feet, lift 8 feet; contents 13,200 cubic Feet; Construction, walled with Granite & free Stone near the Gates; rectangular; sluices discharged thro the principal Gates; and one Bason immediately above and adjoining the Lock elliptic, 130 feet from Gate serving as a guard-Gate, walled as the Locks.

2. Wilson Upper Falls
 (12-1/2 feet drop):

At Wilsons upper Falls, one Lock length 100 feet, width 12 feet, lift 12 feet, contents 18,000 cubic feet—Construction as the last.

3. Bulls Falls
 (4 feet drop):

A sluice.

4. Wilsons Lower Falls (6-1/2 feet drop):

At Wilsons lower Falls, one, length 100 feet, width 12 feet, lift 6 feet, contents, 10,800 cubic feet; Construction, as the last.”  

5. Saw Mill Falls (17 feet drop) 1/4 Mile South of Harper’s Ferry:

At Saw-Mill Falls – two, one of which length 100 feet, width 12 feet, lift 9 feet; contents 14,400 cubic feet—the other, of same length and width lift 8 feet; contents 13,200 cubic feet, construction of these, same as the last described.

      The Potomac Company could not meet their charter for opening the Shenandoah River for navigation and in 1815 asked the Virginia legislature for a five year extension to do so.  There was dissatisfaction with the Potomac Company and in 1818 the locks and other property of the Potomac Company were transferred to the Shenandoah Company for $15,000.

      In the annual report of 1803, the Stockholders were informed that $!500 had been received for the purpose of improving the Monocacy River and that a chute had been added at Swingleys Mill on the Conococheague Creek.

      In Potomac Company President John Mason’s letter to Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin, January 20, 1808, Mason mentions the Company’s attempts to improve navigation on the Shenandoah and the potential of streams such as the Conococheague, the Monocacy, Pattersons Creek, the Opecon and the Cacapon.   He does not mention Antietam Creek.

      The citizens of Maryland raised $20,000 to improve Antietam Creek from the Pennsylvania line to the Potomac River and the Company accepted it.
  On April 7, 1812, Thomas Harbaugh was appointed Superintendent of the works on Antietam Creek.
  He initiated a survey of Antietam Creek and found twenty dams along its the length.  He estimated that twenty-one locks and one sluice gate along the thirty-eight and a half miles of Antietam Creek would be required to make it navigable so as to overcome its 164-1/2 foot fall in that distance.  His estimate for that work was $86,942.45.
  In his Journal he would round that number up to $100,000
 – the same amount that Mason had earlier written Gallatin would be required to finish the entire Potomac River navigation.

      This was a huge sum for a financially troubled Company, but some work was undertaken.  Whatever work had begun was suspended by the Board on February 3, 1814.
  The Company did not have sufficient funds to pursue this work.

      By 1814, except for maintenance and repair of existing canal structures, all additional construction of the Potomac Canal and its feeders had been halted.

V.   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
      The end of the Potomac Company began in the early 1820s. The Potomac Company was the subject of three governmental reports: the Moore Report of 1820, the District of Columbia Committee Report of 1822 and the Commissioners Report of 1823.  One was relatively neutral to the plight of the Potomac Company (the Moore Report), one was strongly in favor of providing additional moneys for the Company (the District of Columbia Report) and one was the report which effectively ended the Potomac Company (the Commissioners Report of 1823).

      In the years following the end of the War of 1812, the first serious study of the Potomac River for improved communications with the west was undertaken by Thomas Moore,
 Engineer of Virginia, in response from a request of the Potomac Company of August 2, 1819.
  Their motivation in asking for this study was to facilitate funding of the company by the Virginia legislature.

      The report prepared by Thomas Moore
 is generally favorable to the Potomac Company --  he begins his report to Company President Mason addressed, “Dear Friend; … .”   Moore had become friends with Potomac Company President John Mason in August of 1814 when Mason was entertained at Tridelphia, Maryland, when the British burned Washington.
  Tridelphia was a joint project of Moore, Isaac Briggs and Caleb Bentley.  Later, in 1818, Mason was to recommend Thomas Moore as the principal engineer to the Board of Public Works of the State of Virginia, a position that paid $3500 per year plus expenses.

      In this report Moore stated that only a relatively small amount of money -- $18,000 to $20,000 --- would be required to develop the existing Potomac River navigation of the Potomac Company into a first rate system:

I think it may be relied on that from 18,000 to $20,000 would now place the navigation in such a situation that boats carrying 100 barrels flour might descend the river at all times from the mouth of the South Branch to tide water, except in an unusually dry season, above Williamsport for a short time, or when prevented by ice.  But in this calculation I should certainly contemplate a more economical expenditure than has commonly been made in this description of improvement.

            Moore, in his report of 1820, is mildly critical of the management of the Potomac Company, but not overly so.  He concludes his report with a cost estimate of what an “independent” (i.e. a stillwater canal with locks) canal from Cumberland to the Great Falls: $1,114,300 -- far more than the $18,000 to $20,000 he estimated would be needed to improve the Potomac River navigation.
  Moore makes it clear that it is not he that should make the decision to expend this magnitude of funds for such  a canal:

It is for those who are concerned and who are better acquainted with the present trade of the river and the future prospects to calculate whether such a toll can be added to these prices as will pay the interest on the Capital…”

      In May of 1822, the District of Columbia Committee of the U.S. House of Representatives issued the District of Columbia Report.
  Two issues were being fought over in Congress, in the Maryland and Virginia legislatures and in private meetings of would-be investors: (1) should a new stillwater canal be constructed from Washington to Cumberland to replace the current system of largely sluice-navigations, and (2) if so, by what organization. 

      By 1822 it appeared that informed opinion favored the new stillwater canal alternative. The Potomac Company believed adamantly that it was best organization to build such a canal.  The District of Columbia Report was the official expression of that view.  The U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Roads and Canals had embraced a resolution calling for the appointment of commissioners to survey the route of the new canal and to estimate its probable cost of construction.
  These commissioners would be outside the control of the Potomac Company and might be antipathetic to the interests of the Potomac Company.  The District of Columbia Report put forth the argument that such a survey was unnecessary, since Moore had already undertaken such a survey in 1820, and that a new company was also unnecessary since the Potomac Company already existed with ample authority for undertaking the work.
  

      The District of Columbia Report set forth a plan where the Potomac Company would be the recipient of a massive amount of new money from which it could pay off its old debts and use the new moneys to construct the new stillwater canal to Cumberland.  $2.5 million of new money would be raised for the benefit of the Potomac Company.  The stockholders would receive half a million dollars in new stock to reimburse them for their existing, mostly worthless Potomac Company stock and to pay off existing debts.  An additional $2 million would be raised for construction by issuing of stock at twenty eight years at 6 per cent.  The U.S. Government would subscribe to half of this amount, the states of Maryland and Virginia would subscribe to $600,000 and individuals the remainder.
  To pay for the cash needed for this scheme, the report recommended using the proceeds of the sales of the remaining public property in the City of Washington.

      The District of Columbia Report of May 1822 would, therefore, bail out the Potomac Company from its existing debt and provide it would a new, presumably very lucrative business.  As the report states:

Such is the scheme which the committee presume to recommend for extricating the Potomac Company from their present embarrassments, and accomplishing a work which, unassisted, they cannot effect, although of inestimable importance to the public.
       

      To many people, the Potomac Company was a failure.  Boats using the Potomac Canal  had limited cargo capacity and revenue generated from tolls even more limited.  The Potomac Canal depended upon adequate water flowing down the Potomac, a condition achieved only for short periods of the year.  Boats were small and cargoes limited.  If the Maryland/Virginia regional area was to successfully compete with the Erie Canal (completed in 1817) then the old Potomac Company would have to go and a new company formed to construct a stillwater canal from Washington, D.C. to Pittsburgh.  These views were given an official voice in the Commissioners Report of 1823.  

      It was the Commissioners Report of 1823
 that brought an end to the Potomac Company and established, as its replacement, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company.  The Commissioners included Elie Williams, Athanasius Fenwick, William Naylor, William T. T. Mason, and Moses T. Hunter.

      In the Commissioners Report of 1823 it is difficult to imagine a document that could be more opposed to the Potomac Company.  The principal author of the cost estimate contained in this report was Isaac Briggs.
 In his report of the estimate of the cost of a stillwater canal to Cumberland he suggests that he is the legitimate successor of Thomas Moore, who had recently died
, and that he used Moore’s data in developing his estimate:

To the Commissioners … (from) Isaac Briggs, in pursuance of authority conferred on him, by the Board of Public Works of Virginia, and of the approbation of the said Commissioners, as successor to the late Engineer …

REPORT

Gentlemen: From the notes of Thomas Moore, the late Engineer…

      Partially because of its official sanction by the Legislatures of Maryland and Virginia, partially because of the widespread distribution, but mostly because of the arguments contained within, it was this report that sounded the death knell on the Potomac Company and established the future birth of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company.

      The report includes four attachments: A, B, C and D, each of which was, in its own way, highly critical of the Potomac Company.  Attachment A was a statement of finances of the Potomac Company, which was furnished by the Potomac Company
 in response to questions posed to the Company by the Commissioners on July 5, 1822.  From this data the Commissioners concluded that the Company was a financial basket case:

…the Company had not only expended the whole of the dividing stock, but have incurred heavy debts, which their present resources can never enable them to discharge; nor is it reasonable to expect, in such circumstances, that they can ever effect the objects of their incorporation…

      Attachment B was an abstract of the Potomac Company’s charter and the other relevant acts.  The Commissioners found that the Potomac Company had not met the terms of their enabling legislation and that their charter should be revoked:

The commissioners, upon full consultation, do not deem it prudent or expedient to give further aid to the Potomac Company; the only alternative, that remains, is to divest them of their charter, and adopt some more effectual mode of improving the navigation of the river …

      Attachment C was a description of the Commissioners journey down the Potomac River to examine the works of the Potomac Company.  This boat trip might be described as the boat-trip-from-hell.  There was almost nothing that the Commissioners liked of what they had seen throughout the entire Potomac River navigation of the Potomac Company:

…the navigation…is in no section of ten miles, at all navigable, in low water, by loaded boats, of any kind or dimensions, and for more than eighty miles obstructions from shallows, sufficient to stop a skiff, are to be met with on an average division of that distance every half mile.”

      
      Attachment D was a cost analysis that showed that land carriage was twenty times more expensive than water transportation.

      In the view of the Commissioners, the problem was not necessarily with the ineptness of the Potomac Company but because knowledge on how to improve a river system for navigation did not exist when the Potomac Company undertook the improvement of the Potomac River:

It (i.e. the failure of the Potomac Company) is due, however, to that company, to state, that, although the errors under which they labored in the principles and practice of improvements in navigation, have been great, and caused a useless expenditure of large sums, still, they acted with the best lights heretofore possessed by the best informed persons in our states.  They have not only expended the whole of their original stock in attempts to improve the river, but nearly all their tolls … And this failure to accomplish the objects of their incorporation may be fairly attributed to a want of information on the subject at the very early period of our existence as a nation, when the company was formed.

      Probably it is from this argument that this report achieves much of its power.  Moore had introduced a similar argument in his Report of 1820.  But his point was that the advance in knowledge of engineering for river navigation could be used by the Potomac Company to improve their navigation system.  The Commissioners Report of 1823 goes much further.  New knowledge mandates that the Potomac Company and its navigation be discarded in favor of a new canal system, the stillwater canal.

      The Commissioners continued in their report on the evils of the Potomac Company’s river navigation system:

· That the river can only be used a short portion of the year for navigation – perhaps only 33 to 45 days a year.  This is in contrast with Moore’s belief (reported in 1820) that the Potomac River could be used for navigation half of the year.

…the average duration of the boating time, in a course of many years, does not much, if at all, exceed eight or ten days passable water for full loaded boats, late in the year, and from twenty-five to thirty-five days in the spring of the year, making the whole time, when produce and goods can be stream-borne, in the course of one entire year, from thirty-three to forty-five days.

· That the short shipping season is responsible for other evils:

The evils attending the present state of the navigation lessen the benefits which might by supposed to be derived from even this short period.  They chiefly consist in its uncertainty and dependance (sic) on the vicissitudes of the seasons; in the great rapidity of the current in the river, in consequence of the great fall or inclination of its plane, in proportion to its length; in its dangerous character, arising from the wildness of the torrent, and the suddenness of its courses and meanders –having worn its devious way, in the lapse of ages, through countless ridges of rocks and mountains; and, in consequence of huge fragments of rocks and large loose stones, the remains of wasted mountains, scattered thickly, and in some places rising over the entire bed of the river, and leaving no passage for loaded boats, impelled by the rapid and impetuous current, but what may be found by warping and winding, with the utmost exertion of strength, agility, and watchfulness, on the part of the crew, through a most irregular course.  By these dangers many boats and cargoes are destroyed…

· That the uncertainty of river navigation place a tremendous burden on merchants and farmers.

      The Commissioners concluded that the chief evil of the existing river navigation of the Potomac Company was sluice navigation.  The Commissioners identified three types of sluice navigations in the Potomac River.

1. Natural sluices, usually found in the upper part of the Potomac.

2. Constructed sluices where the channel is constructed through the excavation of the rocky bottoms of rivers.

3. Sluices built near the bank of a river to avoid the force of the river at mid-stream and to provide a towing path on the river bank for upstream towing.

      The Commissioners are extremely critical of the sluices constructed by the Potomac Company:

The second (type) are channels formed by excavating the rocky bottom of the rivers.  The third kind which are yet used, and have been of service to the navigation in high water, are channels opened near the banks of the river, around the rapids and small falls in the current, as at Harper’s Ferry, Payne’s Falls, etc. to avoid the great force of the torrent in mid stream, in such situations and with the view of giving the boatmen a land path on the bank, on which by a rope they may drag the boat up the stream, when the violence of the current is too great to be overcome by setting poles.  These channels, though used, are of very imperfect and temporary construction, the bottoms of no(t) one of them being graduated. They are certainly too imperfect to be called canals…

      The Commissioners were extremely critical of the basic assumptions which led to sluice construction:

The errors in the second kind, or in excavating channels in the bottom of the stream, consist in attempting on a long line of a stream, inkling all the way in its whole length, to regulate the depth by partial cutting or deepening the bottom.  Unless you bring water to a level the whole length of the line of its stream, any partial cutting or deepening in spots along the line, so inclined, only serves to transpose a shallow a little further up the line, or to make hollow basons of no service.  And in a river where the chief failure in its navigation arise from the too long and too frequent deficiency of depth of water for boating, owing to the great inclination of the plane of the stream and to its consequent rapid discharge of water, if you smooth the plane by removing all obstructions, the rapidity will of course be increased, and the sooner will the deficiency in the depth be felt…

      In other words, the Commissioners said that not only didn’t the Potomac Company’s efforts in excavating sluices help river navigation, in fact, these were making a bad situation worse.  Sluice navigation could not be relied on for river navigation.

     The Commissioners boated down the Potomac from the confluence of the North and South Branches of the Potomac to tidewater beginning August 8, 1822.  Their account of that trip is included as Attachment C to the Commissioners Report of 1823.  They never made it all the way to tide water as most of the Commissioners, the engineer Isaac Briggs and the surveyors got sick forcing the cancellation of the trip near Goose Creek sometime after September 12, 1822.
  Although the Commissioners saw very little of the Potomac Company’s river improvements that they liked, this trip represents one of the best descriptions of the river navigation of the Potomac Company.

      The Commissioners Report of 1823 concluded with a cost analysis of the benefits that would be forthcoming from a stillwater canal and Isaac Briggs cost estimate of what such a canal would cost from tide water to Cumberland -- $ 1,578,954.
  This was close to Thomas Moore’s earlier estimate of 1820 of $1,114,300.  The stillwater canal would be expensive but appeared feasible.

      The Commissioners Report of 1823 had set the stage for the legislation passed by the Virginia legislature and for the, “Great Canal Meeting,” – the first Canal Convention.

      After 1823 it was clear that the Potomac Canal would have to make way for a new canal company, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company.  Construction on the new canal began July 4, 1828.   The new company took over the assets of the old.  The first construction casualty of the Potomac Company to the new Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company was the Little Falls bypass canal, which was enlarged to become the beginning of the new canal.  The Long Canal opposite Harper’s Ferry was similarly obliterated to make way for the new canal.   In 1830 the new company abandoned the Potomac Company’s locks at Great Falls, the last operating vestige of the old company.

      Although never a financial success, the Potomac Company played a pivotal role in the development of the American transportation revolution of the early nineteenth century.  When George Washington and the Potomac Company began work in 1785, very few Americans had ever seen a canal or a canal lock.  The Potomac Company introduced this technology to Americans, a technology that was subsequently used by dozens of canal companies on thousands of miles of canals.  The Potomac Company also pioneered techniques of excavation such as the use of black powder blasting which later began widely used.  The Potomac Company also experimented with various modes of employment and operations to find the most effective means for constructing the works.  This experience was also subsequently used by the canal companies that followed.

      The successor to the Potomac Company, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company, lasted until 1924.  It too never was a financial success.  On the date that canal construction began on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, another group in Baltimore started work on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad.

      The Potomac Company lasted almost forty-five years (1785-1828).  The Company never was financially successful.  Probably the set of decisions that most affected the financial viability of the company were the initial decisions to use sluice navigation rather than bypass canals at Seneca Falls, Payne’s Falls, the Spout and Shenandoah Falls.

The sluice navigations were dependent on the water level in the river, usually low during the summer and autumn months.  River navigation was therefore restricted to the spring months when water was available and the river was not frozen.  Sluice navigation also made upstream travel difficult and dangerous.  As pointed out by critics like Isaac Briggs, the construction of sluices tended to increase water velocity through the sluices therefore further impeding navigation.  Building sluice navigation channels was less expensive than stillwater bypass channels, but limited river navigation.

      But the Potomac Company also had its successes.  The bypass  canals at Little Falls and Great Falls were considered the engineering wonders of their day.  It introduced techniques and methods that would be used on other, later, canals.  The Potomac Company was a very early American canal company.  Both its successes and failures greatly assisted the canal companies that would follow.

APPENDIX 

The Petition of Captain George Pointer




    September 1829

To the President and directors of the

Chesapeake and Ohio Canal

Gentlemen ---

      I Pray you to read the memorial and humble petition of an old and Obscure Citizen, I was born in the year A.D. 1773, 11th of October in Frederick County Maryland.  I was born a Slave and continued on for 19 Years, a part of which time I had the honor of being with the engineer and directors of the old Potomack Canal Company, during that period, I had the good fortune to get in the good graces of my master the engineer and the Company, having been well recommended by the engineer and directors for the faithful Services rendered them by me, my master Told me, that if I would pay him 300 $ In a givin time that I Should be my Own man, Which I did out of the Hard earnings I Received from the company.
 I at that period Occupied the place where my Little humble cottage now Stands,
 Being given to me by the Directors and Company in 1787 – the Chief engineer as well as I can Recollect was Mr. John Smith
 from Scotland Whom General Washington as I Learnt employed to explore the Route of the Potomack Canal, it fell to my Lot to be his Servant during the period of the Exploration, as well as I can Recollect.  Col. Gilpin
 of Alexandria was one of the directors.  Col. Herbert Lawyer Ruth (sp?) and Col. Fitzgeralds.
  Mr. Banhorn (sp?) Paymaster.  Yearly in the month of October General Washington would come to view the progress of the works, and well I recollect that every Squad of workmen he passed, he would give a dollar to, and I also will well Recollect that the Sections contained Two miles ¾ and ten Rods [i.e. the Little Falls bypass canal].  I continued in that way during Mr. Smiths time.  Mr. Harbaugh
 was chosen Mr. Smiths Successor.  I then was turned over to him and continued with him until the Lower canal was finished,
 and then went on with him to the Great falls.  I continued with him till Capt. Myers took his place as engineer,
 I was Directed by him to take charge of five Boats that was to Run the free stone from Seneca to the Great falls From day to day for the use of the Locks; Which duty it was well known I Executed faithfully and to the Satisfaction of Capt Myers and the Company.  After the death of Capt. Myers
 Mr. Harbaugh took charge again, at that time the Lower Locks was under way; in the mean time flour came down so plentifully that warehouses was established for the Reception of Produce, in the meantime a machine was got under way to Lower the flour down for the boats to take it down as the Locks was not yet finished [i.e. at Great Falls], We then made a way from the falls to Sandy Landing For the Purpose of hawling boats down.  To get them up to the machine to get the flour to convey down!  At that time there was exchange among the directors, the new Engineer was Col. Dickens, the next Genl. John Mason, next Mr. Templeman
 and Mr. John Laird;
 the flour and Other produce came down So Profusely that the Company thought it expedient that pilots Should be chosen to carry the western boats down, four was chosen and among them was your Petitioning humble Servant, -- in that capacity We continued for two Seasons, after Which time they could With Little help make out for themselves, At the Same Time the company Knowing that the boats would be Laden with a Return Cargo I was ordered to take some hands on the Bed of the River for the purpose of making walls etc. for boats to Return, at that time  Mr. Harbaugh was about finishing the Lower Locks, after they were finished I went to Boating for myself and continued in that capacity until new directors were appointed and an engineer also, who was Mr. Josias Thompson, the Directors were then Genl. John Mason, Mr. Jonah Thompson, Col. Elie Williams and Mr. Jno. Lana (?);  then entered with Mr. Thompson in the Erection of the New Locks at the Little Falls, Mr. Thompson went after that to Explore the River Antietum
 in order to ascertain Whether it was navigable for Boats to come down in the Potomack; After that the directors thought it expedient that the Potomack Should be explored as there was a number of obstructions that hindered the passage of boats up and down also; I was chosen by Mr. Thompson to Superintend the hands in Removing the Obstructions and making a good way For the passage of Boats.  Which was Executed diligently and to the Satisfaction of him by me.  I next went with the Directors and engineer to the Shenandoah River, I was left by Mr. Thompson to Superintend the navigation of that River Such as Removing dams and fish potts and many time Run the Risk of Loosing my Life by the inhabitants in the absence of the Company for having Removed the Same for the passage of boats agreeable to the direction of the engineer and Directors.  We finished there and Returned Back after that was completed, Col. Williams and Mr. Thompson Left this place for the Relocation of the Cumberland Road to Wheeling.  before they Started they called on me to meet the board that had assembled at the Union Tavern,  they then told the board that they thought Inexpedient to employ any engineer on the Potomack as I had had experience enough to Superintend any work on the Potomack that-they might-want done.  Consequently I was named by Mr. Henry Foxall
 to Superintend any work that might be wanting done, and upon his adoption I was appointed to Superintend a parcel of hands for the purpose at-that-time of building a wall to throw the water in the canal at the Great falls for boats to come down in Low water; it was finished to the utmost Satisfaction of the Board, I next was ordered to Seneca with 30 hands and made a wall to throw the water into Seneca Canal; I then commenced Running free Stone from Seneca to the Little Locks that were then building; in Running the Stone above mentioned on a certain day there was a parcel of boats fast in Seneca Falls with marble for the Capitol;
 I could not get by consequently I had to Run Out Side.  Unfortunately my boat Struck. I was precipitated out of her, and a broken Leg was the issue of it.  I Staid in that Situation for days Without medical aid, I However Saved the cargo and got it down Safe to the Little Falls its place of destination; Next there was a complaint lodged by the Inhabitants of Cumberland, Specifying that the Inhabitants on the margin of the River had Obstructed in a great measure the passage of Boats both down and up by building fish Potts; I was ordered by the Company to get hands, go up and Tear all down that – in any manner damed the water So as to obstruct the passage of boats,  I went with hands and out of 73 fish potts I pulled down 44 the Rest I conceived a benefit – as they backed the water,.  I came down and was Summoned before the board to give an account of what I had done, after my Statement was given in It was approved of by the board, at that Time I asked Leave of the board to build me Some fish potts out Side of the navigation of the Potomack near the Spout-of the Little Falls, they thought-it-was wrong to grant me that Liberty in as much as I had been employed by the company to tear down a number that-had been established above on the Potomack, but they being informed and Knowing at the Same time-if they granted me the Liberty that-it-could not effect the navigation in no Respect; Immediately granted me the Liberty of doing so, Which I completed after Eight hard years Labour, it was not Known at that time that the Spout of the Little falls could be Run by boats and if it could my dam would not of been any obstruction, I Commenced building and as I have said Before completed them in 8 years.  Your petitioner has had the use of them for only 3 years the cost of building them was at least 400 $ the fish that was Taken in them was carried to the markets of Geo Town and Washington – and they have not paid him he only having the use of them for three years One half what they cost him the foregoing fish potts It (?) with, than cost me So much Labour and money have been Taken down by Mr. McCord’s workmen and the Stone of which has been put in his wall:  I Spoke to Mr. McCord about Destroying me in that manner, and his answer to me was that I was injured considerably by it but he could not help it, and that the company ought to compensate me for indeed and that my only course to pursue was to apply to the company for Redress and I do hope that in the plentitude of their wealth that they will Remunerate me for the Same, as they would of  added  in equal degree to the Support of myself and an aged and distressed Family, also the Shap Spring Island which is no more for me as the wall that was built opposite Mr. D. Bapards (?) Section Shutz me out entirely from it.

I made on the Same Island yearly from 12 to 14 Barrells of corn, but alas it is for me no more at all; For Gods Sake Remunerate me for the Loss I have Sustained By it Which was almost our all.

The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal is drawing near my Little Cottage that I have occupied for 43 years unmolested with an aged Wife and Some offspring but alas none Left to assist us.

I do trust in God the giver of all things, that if the new Company does Dispossess us of our Little Humble Cottage, that hitherto has not not (sic) been a detriment to the old Canal Company nor anybody Living and which was given to me, that they will give me Some Little place adjacent to the new Canal, that they may upon it Support themselves for the few days that they have to breathe upon this earth ----- Which is but few.

God has prospered the old Canal that the father of his his (sic) Country First brought into existence and may he be favour the new one.  My well wishes the Company has for its future Prosperity.

Gentlemen, I have the honor to be, With the greatest obligations to you all, your very humble and obedient Servant.







Capt. George Pointer

Sept. 5, 1829

[Captain Pointer and his Memorial to the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company is not mentioned again in the company records.  It is not known whether he received any compensation from the company].
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