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ABSTRACT

This study includes a narrative description of the
administrative development of the waterway from its
completion in 1832 until 1914. As the region bordering the
system became more settled during the 19th century, new
issues arose to trouble canal officials. The two most
prominent of these - the problem of ensuring adequate water
reserves and local demands for branch canals connecting with
the Rideau - merit more detailed consideration and form
separate chapters. Alterations in the physical structure of
the waterway have been treated in chronological fashion with
each station discussed individually. Conditions of
employment for the operating staff - lockmasters and
labourers - also changed over the course of the 19th
century, particularly after Confederation as the workers on
the waterway were gradually integrated into the federal
civil services. The chapter on employment on the Rideau
considers such topics as the appointment of lockmasters and
labourers, problems of insufficient pay, and conditions of
life at the lock stations. Until 1903, tolls were charged
on both ships and cargoes passing through the system. The
commercial history of the waterway and its financial
problems represent a complex issue which merits detailed
study. The report therefore contains merely an appendix
giving a brief summary of changes in the scales of tolls and
indicating areas for future research.

Submitted for publication 1975, by Judith Tulloch, Atlantic
Region, Parks Canada.



INTRODUCTION

Construction of the Rideau waterway between 1826 and
1832 had been motivated by the knowledge that an American
attack could easily cut the vital transportation link
between Upper and Lower Canada along the St. Lawrence River.
Safely inland from the frontier and protected by British
garrisons at such posts as Kingston and Prescott, the Rideau
would ensure that even in time of war, troops and supplies
could be provided for the defence of Upper Canada, so
perilously exposed to American invasion, as the War of 1812
had demonstrated. This military imperative, however, was
not the only factor that influenced Lieutenant-Colonel John
By in his plans for the waterway. He maintained that it
would serve as a valuable trading route leading to the
fertile American west and urged that the Rideau locks be
constructed on a large enough scale to admit lake steamers
without the need to trans-ship cargoes at Kingston. By's
recommendations were only partially accepted, however, and
trade on the waterway never fulfilled his optimistic
predictions of commercial success.

Despite its basic inadequacy as a transportation route,
the Rideau did have a place in early trading patterns in
Upper Canada. A recent study has demonstrated that until
the completion of the St. Lawrence canals late in the
1840s, the Rideau system served as one side of a triangular
trade route that saw shipping ascend to the Great Lakes
through the Ottawa and Rideau canals, where the safety of
the passage outweighed its slowness, and return to Montreal
by shooting the rapids of the St. Lawrence.l After the
St. Lawrence canals were completed to create a
nine-foot-deep waterway from the lakes to Montreal, this
triangular traffic declined and the Rideau - a circuitous
route obstructed by numerous locks - was increasingly
restricted to local trade. By the latter years of the 19th
century with the depletion of timber and mineral resources
in the Rideau hinterland, the waterway functioned almost
entirely as a regional system.

Although the Rideau was never called upon to
demonstrate its military value and failed to attract the
carrying trade so optimistically foreseen by Colonel By, the
waterway made an increasing contribution to the eastern
Ontario area in a way never envisaged by its builders. 1In
the latter decades of the 19th century, pleasure boats began
to appear on the system in growing numbers. During the 20th
century, the recreational value of the waterway and its
shores was increasingly acknowledged by canal authorities
and indeed was to become a major determinant of its
development.



Constructed by the imperial government, the waterway
has remained under the charge of government agencies
throughout its history. 1In 1856 control of the canal passed
from the British ordnance department, which had managed it
since its construction, to the Board of Works of the united
colonies of Upper and Lower Canada. Confederation brought
the system under the charge of the federal government and it
has remained a responsibility of various departments since
that time. Despite these administrative shifts, the
management of the Rideau changed little in the 19th and
early 20th centuries. 1Indeed, by the first decades of the
20th century, the day-to-day routine of the operating staff
at the stations had seen only minor alteration. Similarly
the principal structures of the systems experienced few
modifications in design, and this preservation of the early
19th-century work may, in fact, be attributed to the route's
commercial failure. Since the Rideau was early acknowledged
to be uneconomic, government authorities of all parties and
eras were reluctant to incur large expenditures and
therefore limited repairs to those necessary to preserve
through navigation. Moreover, the colonial government had
made substantial financial investment in the St. Lawrence
route and was unwilling to provide similar assistance to a
potential rival to this system. Hence no major alterations
were undertaken and the appearance of the canal works was
little changed in their first century of existence.



THE EARLY YEARS, 1832-67

Begun in 1826, the waterway was completed during the
winter of 1831-32. Late in May 1832, Lieutenant-Colonel
John By travelled with his family and some officers of the
Royal Engineers from Kingston to Bytown on a five-day voyage
which marked the formal opening of the route. The canal
administration established in 1832 remained substantially
unaltered for 30 years. Before its completion, the system
had been placed under the control of the ordnance department
since an important function was the passage of barges
carrying military stores. The Royal Engineers retained
responsibility for the repair and maintenance of the
physical structures as well as authority over the
lockmasters and labourers. Late in 1831, By had prepared a
list of the establishment proposed for the canal. The
majority of lockmasters suggested were veterans of the 7th
and 15th Companies of the Royal Sappers and Miners, both of
which had been engaged in construction of the Rideau. Many
of the civilians mentioned had similarly been employed as
artificers. The appointment of such men ensured a reserve
of skilled workers able to deal with the problems of repair
and maintenance along the canal.

At the two terminals of the waterway, Kingston Mills
and Bytown, larger Royal Engineer establishments were
provided. By advocated the appointment of Captain Daniel
Bolton to superintend the complete system from Bytown.

Also to be stationed in Bytown was an overseer of works,
John Burroughs, who would inspect stations from Bytown to
First Rapids (now known as Poonamalie); a master carpenter,
James Fitzgibbon, to inspect lock gates and woodwork and to
superintend repairs; a master smith, William Tormay, to
inspect the metal hardware; as well as a clerk of check (a
type of accountant), William Clegg, who had occupied the
post since the start of canal construction. A much smaller
establishment was planned for Kingston Mills. The post was
to be under the command of a lieutenant of the Royal
Engineers who was to inspect the works as far north as The
Narrows station between Upper Rideau and Big Rideau lakes.
An overseer of works, Thomas Burrows, was also proposed as
well as the regular complement of lockmaster and
labourers.? With minor changes, By's suggestions formed
the basis of the establishment during the years of imperial
governmment control.

Although the Rideau was never required to demonstrate
its military function in war, relationships between Britain
and the United States remained strained during the middle



decades of the 19th century. Consequently, defence of the
canal and its role in the event of war remained a matter of
consideration to the authorities in Great Britain and
British North America. During periods of increased
international tensions and domestic crises, this concern was
intensified. At the time of the rebellions in Lower and
Upper Canada in 1837 and the subsequent threat from the
so-called "Hunters' Lodges" based in the United States,
military officials took precautions to protect the system
from sabotage. The nature of the waterway, particularly at
the Kingston end, rendered it especially open to attack.
Military authorities were well aware that destruction of the
dams at either Jones Falls or the outlet of White Fish Lake
(the present-day village of Morton) could totally disrupt
navigation. 1In June 1838, when the frontier was still
troubled with threats of invasion from the United States,
W.B. Jarvis of Bytown wrote to Lieutenant-Colonel Richard
Bonnycastle, senior Royal Engineer at Kingston, expressing
his concern at the Rideau's vulnerability.

There are reports in circulation that the

disaffected intend doing some injury to the Canal

and have chosen the white fish dam, as the

scene of operation. I have often thought that some

attempt would be made to injure the navigation by

this route, which could be most easily effected by

those vagabonds in a few hours.3

Daniel Bolton, senior Royal Engineer on the canal, also
reported rumours of possible attacks and commented that
there was great popular fear of such attempts.4
Although the commander of the Royal Engineers in Canada,
Lieutenant-Colonel J.R. Wright, agreed that both Jones Falls
and the White Fish Dam were vulnerable to injury, he
suggested that men like Bill Johnston, so-called "Pirate of
the Thousand Islands," and other similar raiders were
primarily interested in plunder. They were therefore
unlikely to take the risk of travelling into the interior
past the garrisons at Gananoque, Brockville and Prescott to
damage the waterway. Despite the improbability of any
assaults, additional guardhouses were constructed at Jones
Falls and White Fish Dam as well as at several other
stations.> Moreover, local militia men were called out
in some regions to protect the waterway. The prominent
Newboro merchant, Benjamin Tett, reported on 8 July 1838,
that in response to orders from Colonel Dundas at Kingston,
he had earlier ordered area residents to mount a guard at
the locks between The Narrows and Jones Falls. This guard
was still maintained since Tett had been informed that
suspicious persons had recently been seen in the
country.b6

The defence of Jones Falls and the White Fish Dam
remained subjects of particular concern to military
officials, especially after the brief but disturbing Battle
of the Windmill at Prescott in November 1838. Additional
guards were posted along the southern end of the canal



during the autumn.’ The lockmaster at Jones Falls
recorded that on 18 September 1838, a detachment of the 71st
Regiment arrived at the station to relieve the militia
stationed there and at the White Fish Dam. The following
day, a group of the regulars were sent to garrison the
latter spot. The detachment was replaced in mid-October by
a militia company and the men of the 71lst returned to
Kingston on 17 October. Troops remained at Jones Fallsé the
White Fish Dam, and Kingston Mills until early in 1841.
Even as late as September 1841, Bolton considered it
necessary to issue a circular to the lockmasters detailing
precautions for the security of the locks.

The utmost Vigilance is called for on the part of

the Lockmasters and Labourers to frustrate Any

attempt which designing individuals Might be

induced to make to destroy the works of the Rideau

Canal. Suspicious persons are to be carefully

Watched and application to be made to the nearest

Magistrate by the Lock-Master for there [sic]

Apprehension Should Circumstances appear to call

for Such a Step.9

The ease with which the canal could be attacked
remained a primary consideration with the tensions created
by the Oregon boundary dispute of the 1840s and the American
Civil War during the early years of the 1860s. 1In 1862, the
superintending engineer under the Board of Works, James
Slater, emphasized the need to protect the canal should war
with the United States break out. He suggested placing nine
men at each lock station and twice that number at Kingston
Mills, Jones Falls, Merrickville, Long Island and
Ottawa.l0

Financial problems continually plagued the canal. The
unexpectedly high cost of construction had resulted in an
investigation by the British Parliament. In later years,
the tolls and rents received never met the expenses of
maintaining the works of the canal and of paying for the
required staff. Before his departure in the autumn of 1832,
By had suggested tolls for the use of the canal and had
expressed his belief that the costs of the system should be
borne from its revenue. Although he admitted that at first
the income might not be sufficient, he argued that with the
opening of the canals along the Ottawa to create a through
route between Kingston and Quebec, the rents and tolls would
exceed the amount needed to maintain the canal and its
staff.ll

By's sanguine expectations were never realized,
however, largely as a result of the competition of the St.
Lawrence route, competition which he had acknowledged even
before the completion of the Rideau. In May 1832, he
informed the Respective Officers in Quebec that the
merchants of the St. Lawrence had lowered their rates of
cartage to try to prevent trade being transferred to the
Rideau-Ottawa system. The well-established St. Lawrence
route was a formidable rival to the new canal which was not
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only less direct but also slower because of the multiplicity
of locks. The commissary-general in Canada, C.J. Routh,
early realized that the Rideau would not divert trade from
the older route. "The most favourable operation of the
Rideau Canal will never have the effect of interrupting the
direct Navigation of the St. Lawrence in time of Peace, and
on this point I do not believe there is a dissentient
opinion."12 Moreover, he pointed out that the

legislature of Upper Canada was eager to encourage
navigation on the St. Lawrence and had voted £70,000 for its
improvement. In the face of such competition, the Rideau
was destined to remain primarily useful for local traffic
and for the timber trade as the forests north and west of
the canal were opened.

Although By had written optimistically of the
possibility of the Rideau replacing the Erie Canal as the
outlet for the produce of the American west, more realistic
military authorities were aware that the merchants of both
the St. Lawrence and the Erie would prevent any major shift
in trading patterns.l3 They understood that the Rideau
system was at best only marginally viable as a trading
route. The commander of the Royal Engineers 1n Canada,
Colonel 0Oldfield, expressed this opinion when he stressed
the necessity of keeping the canal in excellent navigable
condition since "if the navigation were impeded, the traffic
would be, in a great measure, diverted."l4 Lieutenant-
Colonel George Philpotts echoed this view in his thorough
study of the Canadian canals in 1840. He pointed out that
although the Rideau system would be invaluable in the event
of war with the United States, it was too circuitous and
impeded by locks to be able to handle the trade of the west.
Moreover, since the locks were too small to admit the large
lake steamers, all cargo had to be trans-shipped at Kingston
resulting in delay and additional expense. Philpotts
therefore concluded that the improvement of the St. Lawrence
navigation was essential to prevent trade from the west
being absorbed by the American canals.l5

As revenue from tolls on the Rideau failed to increase
to meet even the costs of maintenance, military authorities
both in Canada and Great Britain began to consider methods
of relieving the imperial government of at least part of
these heavy expenses. As early as 1840, Seth Thomas, chief
clerk under the Clerk of the Ordnance, prepared a lengthy
memorandum for Richard Byham, ordnance secretary, in which
he discussed the question of transferring the canals to the
control of the provincial government in Canada. Thomas
admitted that commercial interests were sometimes adversely
affected by measures necessary to maintain the canal's
primary function as a military communication. The need to
preserve its military value ensured, however, that the
system was kept in excellent repair and this in turn
operated to the advantage of the shippers. Thomas feared
that 1f the canals were transferred, their limited economic
importance would result in an insufficient amount of money






