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This brief survey of one of our great historical rivers 

is dedicated to those valiant souls w h o first braved its 

waters, traced its sources, explored its forests, settled its 

banks, resisted its attackers, and to their successors w h o 

but few" in numbers, dug w i th their o w n hands, a century 

ago, these canals the forerunners of our great transport 

systems. 

To these t w o groups must be added those faithful 

engineers and employees w h o for one hundred years, 

night or day,- fair weather or foul, have maintained this 

important international trade route. 

May the faith, courage and energy of the pioneers 

inspire us their descendants to face w i th equal boldness 

the great tasks which lie ahead. 
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A I HISTORICAL RECORD I f NAVIGATION 
i l THE RICHELIEU RIVER 

Foreword 

Various distinguished writers, notably those who have 

traced the history of towns and villages in the valley of this 

beautiful stream, have already dealt adequately with the impor­

tant part the Richelieu River has played in Canadian history. 

The historical details relating to the canalization of this 

river, together with its incorporation in the internal system 

of navigation, however, are less known to the general public. 

This publication, therefore, the result of considerable research 

through ancient Government documents as well as reports is­

sued by various Commissions, relates literally from old records 

the long struggle for improved navigation. 

In order to keep this book within reasonable bounds no 

at tempt is made in this historic occasion, beyond the grouping 

together of pertinent facts already recorded and so adjusting 

them as to present a brief history of the Richelieu River as 

an important ar tery of communication, of defence and of com­

merce since 1609. 
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THE IROQUOIS RIVER — A TRAGIC WATERWAY 

Before the discovery of Canada 
by Jacques Cartier the vast terri­
tories in which we live were in­
habited by a large number of native 
tribes. They have been commonly 
called "Savages" because they knew 
nothing of civilization. 

The way of life of these "children 
of the woods" was simple; they 
lived by fishing and hunting. Their 
customs were at once pagan and 
barbarian, adoring the forces of 
nature and practicing witchcraft; 

being mainly unfaithful in their alliances and frightful in their 
wrath, they indulged in merciless internecine warfare. 

These native people were divided into wandering tribes, 
each with its own hunting lands, a system which often gave rise 
to ferocious and cruel warfare. We know from our own his­
tory that the natives had a pronounced taste for battle and 
blood and were addicted to treachery and torture. 

The Hurons, Algonquins and Iroquois are the best known 
among these eastern tribes. The Richelieu valley seems to 
have been in Algonquin territory on the arrival of the French, 
whereas the Iroquois were settled more particularly in what 
is now Central New York between Lake Champlain and Lake 
Ontario. 

Being both strong and aggressive the Iroquois tribes did 
not hesitate to go hunting in Algonquin territory. Naturally, 
these hunting expeditions soon resulted in warlike incursions. 

I 



The Iroquois were too well imbued with a sense of na­
ture not to at once understand, as by instinct, the great stra­
tegic value of the Richelieu River and not take advantage of 
it. Encamped as they were at t he head of the river they had 
before them an open route to the rich valleys of the Richelieu 
and St. Lawrence rivers. They were wont to come down these 
rivers by stealth in their light canoes, capturing and mur­
dering any Algonquins encountered on their way, lying in am­
bush at the mouth of the river and blocking the way to the 
flotillas moving down stream. Surfeited with carnage they 
would then return to their encampments, bringing a host of cap­
tives and other spoils. 

Such are the reasons for the Richelieu River having been 
known as the Iroquois River, the Algonquins themselves hav­
ing so designated the tragic route. 

A drawing of the old fort Chambly. 
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THE RICHELIEU RIVER,—GATEWAY OF EXPLORATION. 

On arrival in Canada the French 
naturally made friends with the 
neighboring Algonquins and Hurons, 
who had shown themselves kindly 
disposed towards their discoverers. 
As allies of the Algonquins, the 
French became, by this very fact, 
the enemies of the Iroquois, a 
proceeding which Champlain could 
not foreseen would have a bearing on 
the fate of New France itself. 

In 1609 Champlain, the real founder of New France, de­
cided to accompany an expedition against the Iroquois. He 
then learned through the Algonquins of the existence of an 
important waterway leading to the far distant lands of the 
enemy. 

From Champlain's records we read tha t "on July 7th, 
1609, our party assembled at the mouth of the (Richelieu) 
River which is five hundred feet wide and very beautiful. The 
flotilla of twenty-four canoes carrying sixty men, including 
twelve Frenchmen, proceeded up the river for 46 miles." He 
further states tha t "there are nine or ten beautiful islands as far 
as the Saut which has an entrance very much in the shape of a 
lake," (evidently the Chambly rapids and the Basin) . The sa­
vages themselves considered these rapids quite impassable so 
tha t portage had to be resorted to, through the forest and over 
the ground now traversed by the Chambly Canal. The party 
came to a halt on July 12th opposite an island (Ste. Thérèse) 
where the river becomes, once again, navigable. On July 14th, 
a lake (now Lake Champlain) was reached and shortly after­
wards another lake (Lake St. Sacrament afterwards Lake 
George) about two days distant from the Iroquois settlements. 
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The enemy was first sighted at a spot today called Crown 
Point. A few gun shots sufficed to sow panic among the Iro­
quois-. Three of their chiefs were killed, twelve prisoners taken 
and the camp completely destroyed. On July 29th the victors 
returned by the same route. 

Such is the account of the white man's first navigation of 
the Richelieu River, a road of massacre and hate which Cham-
plain hoped, to turn- into a path of civilization and peace. 

After the great Champlain, the Colony came under the 
rule of the Companies. These corporations, too much interest­
ed in their commercial ventures, paid little attention to the 
defence and colonisation of the country. The Iroquois, having 
overcome their fright, soon took advantage of this state of 
affairs by subjecting the French to a veritable reign of ter­
ror. For twenty-five years, 1641 to 1666, the Colony lived in 
a constant state of fear. At frequent intervals, the Iroquois 
descended the Richelieu River, laid in ambush at Sorel and 
from this spot pounced upon the inhabitants of Ville-Marie 
and Three Rivers and even Quebec, thereafter returning to 
their settlements with many captives. 

This reign of terror did not lessen the apostolic ardour of 
those who evangelized the Valley of the Richelieu. Those who 
read the "Relations" are filled with admiration for those 
missionaries who braved suffering and even death in order to 
preach the gospel, extend the influence of France and assure 
colonization of a vast country. 

In 1642 the Iroquois ascended the Richelieu, bringing with 
them into captivity many Indians and three missionaries ; 
Fa ther Jogues and his two companions, Brother René Goupil 
and Brother Guillaume Couture, later canonized by the Roman 
Catholic Church. 

Two years later Fa ther Bressani was captured by 
the Iroquois near Sorel and taken up the Richelieu to the 
Cantons. The "Relations" give a complete account of the 
sufferings of the prisoners, especially at the Chambly portage. 
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Liberated from his first captivity by the Dutch, Father 
Jogues came back to New France to resume his activities. 
Taken prisoner by the Iroquois he made again the same 
tragic route to the Cantons where he suffered torture and 
death. 

For many years missionaries, followed their example, some 
of whom discovered new territories in the name of the King 
of France. Large western cities bear their names today. 
However great this may appear, the work of these explorers 
was less important than that of those humble missionaries, 
whose names are forgotten, who, counting not their own 
lives, visited the missions, encouraged the colonists and founded 
parishes. These are the real founders of the Colony because 
they applied themselves to assure the colonization, without 
which the possession of a new country is ineffective. They 
also made many representations to the Throne of France 
complaining of the lack of encouragement given by the 
Companies to colonization. 

King Louis XIV at last mindful of New France, appointed 
a Viceroy, a Governor and an Intendant to the Colony. At the 
same time, the Carignan-Salières regiment, together with four 
companies of the Navarre regiment, under the Viceroy Marquis 
de Tracy, were dispatched to the Colony. 

The energetic de Tracy realized immediately upon arrival 
that the Iroquois menace must be destroyed and the river 
closed to them at all costs. At this time the Richelieu river 
was, owing to its location and facilities, one of the most im­
portant rivers from, a standpoint both of defence and of colon­
ization. This explains why, from July to October, de Tracy 
erected three forts along the river, one at Sorel, another at 
Chambly and a third at Ste. Thérèse Island. This favourite 
Iroquois route was in this way entirely secured to the French. 

A first expedition, organised in the depth of winter by 
Governor de Courcelles, was a failure, owing to inexperienced 
leadership and the extreme cold weather. 
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On September 14th, 1666, however, de Tracy himself, un­
der command of the largest army yet raised in the country, 
(600 regulars, 600 Canadian militiamen and 800 savages) pro­
ceeded up the Richelieu River, calling on the way at the forts 
he had previously erected. When, on October 15th, he arrived 
at the Iroquois settlements, he found them to be completely 
abandoned. The Commander set fire to everything he came 
across and took possession of the country. Later the Iroquois 
chiefs were compelled, under fear and humiliation, to sign 
peace. The Colony was at last able to breathe freely and 
witnessed the greatest development of its history. 

The Intendant Talon in turn was indefatigable, extending 
trade and exploration. He was responsible for encouraging of­
ficers and soldiers of the Carignan Regiment to settle in the 
Richelieu valley, the ancestors of some of our leading citi­
zens. In such place names as Chambl'y, Sorel, St. Ours, Con­
trecoeur, Vercheres and Varennes, the names of these offi­
cers are still preserved. The punitive expedition had been 
highly successful, but it was evident that in order to make the 
Richelieu route fully secure, more forts were needed. Fort 
Ste. Anne was, therefore, erected on Lamothe island near the 
entrance to Lake Champlain and Fort St. Jean at the head of 
the St. Johns Rapids. Some time later three other forts were 
built, viz., Fort Ile-aux-Noix, Fort St. Frederic and Fort Ca­
rillon. (Unfortunately the Iroquois also used the upper St. 
Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers in their forays, witness the 
dreadful massacre of Lachine in 1689, when 200 inhabitants 
were butchered and 100 captives taken.) 

All these forts which were to become the main line of 
defence of New France against the Iroquois and the British 
of New England afford ample proof of the great military sig­
nificance of the Richelieu in those days. There were no roads 
as we understand them and this river supplied an easy means 
of t ransport for the soldiers and their equipment. It became 
in fact the ultimate bulwark of New France. 
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THE RICHELIEU — BULWARK OF NEW FRANCE. 

All this time the English 
Colonies to the south, who had 
acquired the rights of the Dutch 
and the Swedes, were waxing 
strong and increasing in numbers 
yearly. The frontier was in an 
almost continual state of excite­
ment ; raids and rivalries over the 
various overlapping trade posts 
were of common occurrence. 

The great struggle between France and England was about 
to commence and the Richelieu was to become the chief the­
atre of operations in North America. At each new attempt at 
invasion, the British would contemplate using this route. The 
French on their part would resort to it as their main line of 
attack or defence. 

In 1690 Phipps failed before Quebec and Major General 
Winthrop, on his way to invade Canada by way of the Riche­
lieu, was forced to turn back. But Captain John Peter Schuyler, 
Governor of Albany, came down as far as St. Jean, and 
avoiding the fort, attacked Laprairie. He returned the follow­
ing year but this time the French were ready for him. De-
Varennes, proceeding from Fort Chambly attacked in the rear 
and forced his withdrawal with heavy losses. The Battle Cross 
near St. Luc marks the spot of this encounter. Two years later 
Frontenac avenged these incursions by destroying Schenectady 
and returning with three hundred prisoners. 

The familiar Richelieu-Champlain route served many pre­
datory expeditions between New France and New England, in 
which little quarter was given by either side, the Indian allies 
being difficult to control, before the Seven Years' war. The 
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Richelieu played a leading part in all these operations and it 
was on the banks of this river that the first and last shots 
were exchanged in the final struggle for supremacy. 

In 1704 by way of reprisal for a severe attack by Rogers 
Rangers against the Abenaquis, allied with the French, 
de Vaudreuil organised an expedition, numbering 250 soldiers, 
against New England. Proceeding from Fort Ste. Thérèse up 
the Richelieu through Lake Champlain and by way of the 
Onion and Connecticut Rivers, the party reached Deerfield (33 
miles from Springfield.) During the night of February 27th 
the village was stormed and of the 300 inhabitants, 47 were 
killed and 150 taken prisoners. 

Six years later, 4,000 British soldiers and 600 Iroquois un­
der General Nicholson, were stationed on the shores of Lake 
St. Sacrament awaiting the arrival of Walker at Quebec with 
the purpose of then proceeding down the Richelieu River to 
invade Canada. Following the loss of a large portion of the 
British fleet in a violent storm of Ile-aux-oeufs, Nicholson 
decided to withdraw. 

September 8th, 1755, was a day of defeat for the French 
forces. Baron Dieskau has proceeded to the far end of Lake St. 
Sacrament with 2200 regulars, 680 militiamen and 600 sava­
ges with the intention* of arresting: the advance of British for­
ces about to move forward to Carillon. Colonel Johnson, later 
Sir William Johnson, defeated Dieskau and erected Fort Wil­
liam Henry on the spot, a fort which was to become the first 
British bastion on the Richelieu route. 

The Seven Year's War which was to end hostilities bet­
ween England and France had not officially started but due 
to good leadership and the facilities of communication, control­
led by the French, notably the Richelieu and Ohio Rivers, the 
year 1755 was on the whole a calamitous one for British arms in 
North America. 

The border warfare of the French and Indians had ex­
tended to Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania after Brad-
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dock's defeat in 1755, hence at the opening of the final strug­
gle, all the colonies were united and eager to conquer New 
France, a union which grew into the greater union against 
the Mother Country a few years later. 

In order to avenge Baron Dieskau's defeat, Montcalm, in 
1757, raised an army of 8,000 men at Carillon. During the week 
August 1st to August 6th, these well armed troops proceeded 
to cross Lake St. Sacrament. On August 7th Fort William 
Henry was attacked, on the 9th resistance weakened and a few 
days later the fort capitulated with tragic results. 

In England there was, at this time, much anxiety over the 
turn of events. The celebrated. William Pitt decided to strike 
a hard blow at Fort Carillon, (Ticonderoga, N.Y.,) a strategic 
bastion of the Richelieu and New France. General Abercrom-
bie, with a superior force, marched on Carillon where Mont­
calm was awaiting him. The British general arrived on the 
scene at noon on July the 8th, at one o'clock and immediately 
launched an extremely violent frontal attack without waiting 
for his artillery. By seven o'clock the British and Colonials had 
been defeated and compelled to withdraw. This encounter was 
to be the last great French victory before the Cession. 

At this juncture, let us picture what the Richelieu must 
have looked like with all these movements of troops in their 
gaily colored uniforms, their artillery, stores and munitions, 
from Quebec, Montreal and Three-Rivers, proceeding up the 
Richelieu with the alternate hopes and fears of victory or 
defeat always present in their minds. 

The end of this war is too well known to need much fur­
ther elaboration. Wolfe seized Quebec, Amherst marched upon 
Montreal with 11,000 men, Haviland, following with 4,000 pro­
ceeded down the Richelieu. After a six day siege the fort of 
Ile-aux-Noix capitulated; Fort St. Jean was destroyed; Cham-
bly surrendered on September 1st; on the seventh Montreal 
capitulated. This marked the end of one regime, the beginning 
of a new. 
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IV 

THE RICHELIEU — THE KEY TO CANADA. 

The Canadians, after the disas­
trous wars which had ruined them, 
now became the subjects of the King 
of England ; they kept faith in the 
future and in a durable peace and 
for a few years lived peacefully and 
quietly under the shadow, so to 
speak, of their church steeples. This 
truce was, however, not to be one 
of long duration and once again the 
Richelieu was to become the main 
theatre of fierce battles. 

The Thirteen British colonies, whose growing dissatisfac­
tion with Great Britain had undoubtedly been increased by 
the extension of the boundaries of Quebec to include the vast 
Ohio River and Mississippi lands, decided to rebel. 

It was natural for the leaders of the Continental Con­
gress to speculate upon the possibility of making Canada the 
fourteenth member, but receiving no encouragement from the 
Province of Quebec an invasion of Canada was decided upon. 

Fort Carillon was seized by surprise. A small force was 
thus able to cross Lake Champlain and proceed as far as St. 
Johns, where the garrison was captured leaving a rich booty 
in the hands of the enemy who then withdrew. 

But the real offensive was decided upon for September 
1775. Arnold, now made a direct drive on Quebec while 
Montgomery proceeded down the Richelieu, hastening 
to besiege St. Johns, which held out for two months. 
In the meantime Chambly surrendered unexpectedly with the 
loss of huge quantities of stores and munitions. This success 
meant much to the Americans and left St. Johns in a des-
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perate position. Preston, unable to hold out any longer, sur­
rendered after a heroic resistance. The road was now clear 
to Montreal. Ten days later Montgomery reached Montreal. 
and from there proceeded to link up with Arnold before 
Quebec, where he met his death. 

Successive defeats soon compelled the American forces 
to definitely withdraw. On June 17th, 1776, Arnold, on his 
way back to the United States by the Richelieu, was forced to 
abandon three large units of artillery at Chambly. Fort 
Chambly was burned, only the four walls standing. The 
sick and wounded were carried in all haste to Crown Point 
but left behind was the body of General John Thomas, a vic­
tim of small-pox, who with others was buried in the military 
cemetery. An English army, nine thousand strong, fresh­
ly arrived from overseas, recaptured Sorel, Chambly and St. 
Johns in June. In October Governor Carleton of Canada, with 
a fleet of three vessels and twenty gunboats, left St. Johns and 
attacked Arnold's force of fifteen vessels, on Lake Cham-
plain. The Americans, driven to flight in a bay, instead of sur­
rendering, set fire to their own ships. As the season was too 
far advanced to risk pursuing the enemy in his own territory, 
Carleton deemed it wiser to retire to St. Johns and Montreal. 
Once again Canada was free of an enemy, thanks to the faci­
lities of the Richelieu. 

There is no need to attempt to follow the course of the war 
further except to note that Burgoyne's ill-fated forces as­
sembled at Chambly and embarked for Lake Champlain at Ile-
aux-Noix on June 20, 1777. The capitulation of Burgoyne at 
Saratoga, the same year, ensured American independence. 

An unexpected result of the revolution was a much-need­
ed addition to Canada's small population from the new United 
States of approximately 50,000 "Loyalists" whose descendants 
proudly style themselves "United Empire Loyalists". At least 
half of them located in the Maritime Provinces, the remainder 
chieflv in the Ontario wilderness, but a fair number settled 


