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Shenandoah River Navigation
Companies have been incorporated for the purpose of improving the navigation of the Shenandoah, Catawba, Nottoway, Upper Banister, Tuckahoe, and South Anna; Coal, Smith’s, Cowpasture, Goose, North Anna, and Pamunkey rivers.  Tanner, A Description of the Canals and Rail Roads of the United States, (1840).
      After the Potomac Company completed the Great Falls (of the Potomac) by-pass canal in 1802, they turned to river improvements to the Shenandoah River, which meets the Potomac River approximately sixty (60) miles north of Washington, D.C.  River improvements made by the Potomac Company to the Shenandoah River included both by-pass canals and sluice navigations:

Littles Falls




 180 yards

Still-water (lock)

Wilson Upper Falls


 730 yards

Still-water (lock)

Bulls Falls




 300 yards

Sluice navigation

Wilson Lower Falls


  600 yards

Still-water (lock)

Saw Mill Falls



  580 yards

Still-water (locks)     


The last of these by-pass canals, just above the junction of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers, was Saw Mill Falls, located just west of Harper’s Ferry.  Locks Numbers 4 and 5 were constructed at by 1807 at Saw Mill Falls, just above Harper’s Ferry.  This water course became known as Shenandoah Canal.

Shenandoah River




No.
Width

Length
Lift
Construction

Littles Falls

1
12’

100’

8’

Masonry

Wilson Upper 
1
12’

100’

12’

Masonry


Falls

Wilson Lower
1
12’

100’

6’

Masonry


Falls

Saw Mill Falls
2
12’

100’

8’ & 9’
Masonry




5 Locks

      Originally the Potomac Company intended for their canal to link, in the middle of Harper’s Ferry, with the U.S. Government Canal (U. S. Armory Canal) that paralleled the Potomac River.  This portion of their work was never constructed.

      The canals and sluices of the Potomac Company were little used and later taken over by the New Shenandoah Company.  Reportedly not well constructed, they were subject to damage by frequent flood.  The by-pass canal at Saw Mill Falls was converted into a power canal for the water-powered industry that developed along the Shenandoah River at Harper’s Ferry, on Virginius Island – a fate that occurred to many transportation canals of the early nineteenth century.  The HAER Collection includes drawings of the Shenandoah Canal as a power canal.

Virginius Island (Virginia, now West Virginia)

Waterpower on Virginius Island.  On Shenandoah River near Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, WV.  The HAER collection (HAER WV-35) includes four (4) drawings:

Brian D. Bartholomew, Joanna Downs, Samuel Gaine, delineators.  “Waterpower on Virginius Island, Ca. 1824 – 1936, On North Bank of Shenandoah River 0.5 Miles From Confluence With Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.” Waterpower on Virginius Island.  On Shenandoah River near Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, WV.   Title Sheet: “View of Virginius Island From North, Ca. 1854,” Location Map, ink on polyester film, 1987.  Historic American Engineering Record, Prints and Photographs Division, HAER WV-35, Sheet 1 of 4.

Joanna Downs, Brian D. Bartholomew, Samuel Gaine, Isabel Yang, delineators.  Waterpower on Virginius Island, Ca. 1824 – 1936, On North Bank of Shenandoah River 0.5 Miles From Confluence With Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.”  Waterpower on Virginius Island.  On Shenandoah River near Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, WV.   Interpretative Drawings: “Virginius Island At the Time of John Brown’s Raid, Ca. 1859,””After the First Building Boom, Ca. 1832,””Virginius Island’s Last Industry, Ca. 1887,” ink on polyester film, 1987, 1988.  Historic American Engineering Record, Prints and Photographs Division, HAER WV-35, Sheet 2 of 4.

Samuel Gaine, Brian D. Bartholomew, Joanna Downs, Isabel Yang, delineators.  “Waterpower on Virginius Island, Ca. 1824 – 1936, On North Bank of Shenandoah River 0.5 Miles From Confluence With Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.”  Waterpower on Virginius Island.  On Shenandoah River near Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, WV.  Axonometric Drawings: “Mill and Hydraulic Complex Axonometric, Built Ca. 1848, Altered in 1867 and 1870,””Top and Section, Double Leffel Turbine,” ink on polyester film, 1987, 1988.  Historic American Engineering Record, Prints and Photographs Division, HAER WV-35, Sheet 3 of 4.

Joanna Downs, Brian D. Bartholomew, Samuel Gaine, delineators.  Drawn: 1987; Isabel Yang, delineator.  "Waterpower on Virginius Island, Ca. 1824 – 1936, On North Bank of Shenandoah River 0.5 Miles From Confluence With Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.”  Waterpower on Virginius Island.  On Shenandoah River near Potomac River, Harpers Ferry, Jefferson County, WV.   Isometric Drawings:  “Shenandoah Pulp Mill Ca. 1887- Ca. 1935 Isometric, Turbine Powered Pulp Wood Grinding, ink on polyester film, 1987.  Historic American Engineering Record, Prints and Photographs Division, HAER WV-35, Sheet 4 of 4.
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