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Abstract

In 1972 certain historic canals were transferred to the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development.
Included in the group of artificial waterways handed over by
the Department of Transport was the St. Peter's Canal.
Compared to other Canadian Canals St. Peter's is relatively
unknown. In fact, to most Canadians, St. Peter's Canal
stirs up no recollections of former greatness, no cherished
memories of an outstanding contribution to Canadian economic
development, no echoes of political scandal or financial
fiasco.

A look at the indexes of published sources, government
or non-government, will supply little information to the
curious reader. Isolated references to the beginning of
construction in 1854, the opening of the canal in 1869 and
the improvements of 1876 and 1911 comprise all the available
information. This dearth of information has led the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development to
initiate a preliminary study of the canal's history.

The research for this report was conducted along three
lines of inquiry. The first was an attempt to uncover
information about those who planned, supervised and financed
the construction and maintenance of the canal. A second
theme concerned the canal from a structural viewpoint - what
were the facilities of the canal? what construction methods
were used to build these facilities? The answers to these
questions will hopefully provide some insight into
19th-century Canadian canal technology and into the public
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works projects of the day. The third theme is of particular
relevance to the Historical Research Section, National
Historic Parks and Sites Branch, of the Department. What,
if anything, survives from the canal's early days? The
information found by researching was carefully examined in
order to assess the historical resources of the surviving
structure.

For the purposes of this paper, a narrative approach
was adopted. The first chapter discusses developments after
the first survey in 1825 up to the completion of the canal
in 1869. The second and third chapters document the early
problems facing the canal builders and the solutions
implemented in an attempt to attract the coastal trade of
the area. The fourth and fifth chapters focus on the

changes to the canal works in the 20th century.



Introduct ion

I

Water quenched the thirst, offered food and provided
transportation for early nomadic man. Later, realizing that
water also nourished vegetation, some nomadic tribes settled
at the water's edge and began to engage in sedentary
activities. As his numbers increased, man constantly
searched for new ways to cope with the problems of feeding a
growing population, of reclaiming land and of moving goods
more quickly and efficiently.

One of his earliest solutions to these and to other
water-related problems was the canal. 1In Egypt, as early as
3000 BC farmer-peasants built canals in an attempt to make
use of the life-giving waters of the river Nile. By the 7th
or 8th century BC the Khans had implemented the Grand Canal
System in China. A dwindling food supply and the need to
transport agricultural products quickly and cheaply to
famine areas seems to have initiated this network.l 1In
pre-Christian Europe, the Greeks and Romans effectively
employed the canal as an instrument of military conquest
and, at the same time, as a means to consolidate their
extensive conquests. The subsequent breakup of the Roman
Empire, and the chaos, and rapid decentralization of power
which followed brought a lengthy halt to canal building.

The revival of canal-building started with the
emergence of the European nation-states in the 15th, 1l6th
and 17th centuries. Central planning authorities, supported
by ample public funds and influenced by mercantile



interests, financed various canal schemes. Their goal was
to improve the extent, utility and efficiency of inland
navigation systems. By the late Renaissance, the employment
of locks as a method of transferring boats from one level to
another had rendered such inland navigation useful and
practicable. The advent of the Industrial Revolution, with
its increased demand for natural resources coupled with its
need for new markets, brought similar schemes and goals to
the colonies overseas.

Generally speaking, canal building in pre-Confederation
Upper and Lower Canada involved both the colonial and
imperial governments as well as private investors on both
sides of the Atlantic. There were two basic reasons for
British interest, the first military and the second
financial. Virtually all pre-Confederation Canadian canals
had a military purpose which found expression in the desire
for secure water routes which could be used for military
transport in the event of disturbances with the United
States, and secure supplies of certain raw materials when
European sources were not available. In fact, Canadian
canals of this era could be described as either
military-commercial or commercial-military projects with the
imperial government taking the initiative for the former and
the colonies for the latter although, in the case of the
latter, the financial support of the British government and
private British investors was sought since the capital
resources of the colony were frequently inadequate to carry
the numerous canal schemes. In addition, Britain provided a
source of technical personnel.

The colonies stood to gain as well. The breakup of a
fur-trade economy did not result in the severance of oceanic
trade routes in favour of north-south continental trade. On
the contrary, the east-west trade route Xii the Great

Lakes-St. Lawrence river system witnessed an increase in the



number of vessels sailing its waters. As a result of a new
trading relationship established with Great Britain based on
wheat and timber and a reduction in transportation costs
through the construction of canals.

Nova Scotia had no similar, urgent need for canal
construction. Compared to Upper and Lower Canada, the
province presented no major problems to 19th-century
colonial military officials. There was no long unguarded
border with the United States to defend in case of threat of
war. The province's defence was the responsibility of the
Royal Navy, whose North American and West Indies fleet
operated out of Halifax, and was ably assisted by soldiers
garrisoned in certain harbours. Its ships cruised the
thousand miles of Nova Scotia coastline with far greater
mobility than that of the interior lake vessels, since the
province was, but for the Isthmus of Chignecto, practically
an island. In this situation, maritime military strategists
gave no importance to canals in their contingency plans for
the defence of the colony.

A more important factor for the consideration of
potential canal investors than military considerations, was
the ocean-oriented nature of the Nova Scotia economy. In
1830 Cape Breton's main products, fish, lumber, coal and
gypsum also comprised the cargo of its sea-going and coastal
vessels. By the end of the century only gypsum would have
surrendered its position at the top of the export column, a
far more stable export condition than the Canadas were to
experience during that century. Nova Scotia, unlike its
neighbours, had neither chosen nor been forced by European
demand to substantially alter its 19th-century exports.

Nevertheless, the colony was not unaffected by the
major economic shifts of the century. For example, the
abolition of colonial preferences followed by the acceptance
of free trade principles at one point challenged Nova



Scotia's Atlantic outlook. Furthermore, reciprocity with
the United States and Canadian Confederation did modify the
destination of the province's exports. In the short run,
these modifications were slight and failed to alter the
traditional patterns of ocean trade for another generation.

One response though a minor one, to these and other
economic developments was the construction of canals. As
early as 1825, the imperial government had invested land and
money in the Schubenacadie canal scheme to link the Basin of
Minas and its farming communities with the harbour of
Halifax.2 Unfortunately the Schubenacadie venture suffered
an on-again, off-again history. The enthusiasm which
followed the 1825 proposal waned in the late years of the
decade, then fluctuated periodically until the canal was
finally completed in the 1860s. This venture absorbed all
available money, and the public's interest in inland
navigation diminished as its losses increased. At no time
were canals to become an integral part of the province's
economic planning as they had in the Canadas, and not until
the 1850s was a canal again contemplated. At that time, the
St. Peter's Canal in Richmond County, Cape Breton, was
planned as a supplement to the existing ocean-going
transport system. It was intended for sea-going ships and
the coastal trade, and at no time did it emulate the
shallow-draught canals of the Rideau, Trent or St. Lawrence
system.

IT1

Before discussing the St. Peter's Canal, a brief look at the
geography of Cape Breton is necessary. Cape Breton is cut
off from the Nova Scotia mainland by the Canso Strait. Its
western shore, washed by the Gulf of St. Lawrence, rises

steeply from a rocky and dangerous coast. On the Atlantic



side, the shores are broken and rugged, with numerous
harbours and bays. The coastal mountains give way in the
interior to the Bras 4'Or lakes, a large inland sea, joined
to the salt water at its eastern end.

The entrance to the Bras d'Or lakes is divided in two
by Boularderie Island. The northern channel, called the
Great Bras 4'Or, is about 20 miles long and at least four
fathoms deep. The southern channel, frequently called the
Little Bras d'Or, is blocked at its eastern entrance by a
rocky bar which prevents any but small vessels from
entering. A traveller proceeding westwards and crossing
Little Bras d'Or Lake, which is about 12 miles long and has
a minimum depth of seven fathoms, comes upon Barra Strait,
about one mile long and one-half mile wide. Continuing the
journey, he crosses the Great Bras d'Or Lake, a distance of
21 miles, with a minimum depth of four fathoms, until he
comes to St. Peter's Inlet. From here it is a further six
and one-half miles to the isthmus of St. Peter's. Here an
isthmus of rock half a mile wide separated lake from ocean
until the 1860s.

It was to this isthmus two centuries earlier that
Nicholas Denys had brought his European followers. He was
not the first person to make use of the isthmus. This
stretch of land had long been part of the route used by Cape
Breton Indians, who paddled their canoes along the lakes,
portaged the isthmus and then skirted the Atlantic shore to
reach their destinations. Eager to set up a fur-trading
operation with these Indians, the enterprising Frenchman
established a small fortified settlement on the isthmus in
the 1630s. To this settlement, the Micmacs of Acadia and
Cape Breton brought their furs and grains in exchange for
European commodities.

With an increase in Europen population and a consequent

growth in the volume of goods carried across the isthmus,



heavier and larger boats were needed. At first these larger
boats were hauled across the portage route by means of oxen.
Later, to make the work easier, Denys laid a "Haulover Road"
of skids across the isthmus connecting the waters of St.
Peter's Bay and St. Peter's Inlet in 1669.4

Early in the 19th century a second settlement sprang up
at St. Peter's and the "Haulover Road" was re-opened as a
public right of way. Local residents availed themselves of
the road but, by this time, had become dissatisfied with the
traditional methods of hauling. To many of them, this
method was unsatisfactory and demands for a navigation
channel to replace the portage road began to surface in the

papers and legislature of Nova Scotia.



The "Meeting of the Waters," 1825-69

I

Amid the political furore which followed Cape Breton's
re-annexation to Nova Scotia in 1820 several schemes were
discussed for the development of the island. One such
scheme was the construction of a canal across St. Peter's
isthmus linking St. Peter's Bay with the Bras d4'Or lakes.
Unfortunately this canal project began its history as a
rider to the Schubenacadie Canal scheme.

Early in April 1825 the acting governor, James Kempt,
commissioned Francis Hall, a civil engineer, to report on
the possibilities of a canal between Halifax and the Minas
Basin along the Schubenacadie River. Hall completed the
survey within a few months, but before he could return to
Halifax, he was ordered to proceed immediately to St.
Peter's in Cape Breton. His instructions were "to ascertain
the practicality and probable expense of a Canal linking the
Bras d'Or Lakes with St. Peter's Bay." 1l 1In July 1825, both
canal studies were turned over to the governor's office,
where they remained until they were laid before the Nova
Scotia Assembly on 14 February 1826. Six days later, both
reports were read to the House of Assembly and subsequently
sent into committee for discussion and analysis. 2 The
Schubenacadie scheme emerged from committee in the form of
concrete political proposals aimed at implementation of the
canal project. The St. Peter's canal scheme, never on the
list of priorities 4id not re-emerge.

Francis Hall's report of 1 July 1825 was the first



known survey of St. Peter's isthmus for the expressed
purpose of building a canal. His plan envisioned a canal 52
ft. wide at high water level, 21 ft. wide at bottom, with a
length of 2,700 ft. and a depth of 13 ft. from the top
banks. One lock, located near the Atlantic entrance, was to
be outfitted with stop gates to offset the pressure of a 7-
to 9-ft. Atlantic tide. The cost of the lock, timber
retaining walls and drawbridge across the main post road to
Sydney was estimated at £3681 7s. 3d. (N.S.). The largest
single expenditure would have been the excavation of an
estimated 206,556 cubic yd. of earth to create the approach
channels to the lock. At a rate of 1ls. 3d. per cubic yd.
the cost of this excavation brought Hall's total cost to
£17,150 4s. 5d. (N.S.).>

The report rejected a local proposal to cut through a
timber area in favour of a more southerly course astride the
"Haulover Road," which took advantage of the protection
provided by the natural coastline of St. Peter's Bay. The
local line, Hall argqued, would need a masonry breakwater and
pier to protect the entrance lock from the heavy seas
stirred up by south and southwest winds. This proposed
Atlantic entrance was further hindered by sandy beaches and
shallow approach waters. Hall preferred a canal line to the
southeast, cut through a marshy area. A clay soil base
along the entire line, two deep water entrances and good
anchorage facilities were listed to support this choice. 4

The supporters of Hall's early canal scheme argued for
the construction of a canal on the basis of future benefits
to the coastal and Atlantic trade. Coastal vessels running
the Sydney-Halifax route hugged the jagged coastline of Cape
Breton to avoid the treacherous winds and banks of fog that
hovered around many of its seaward approaches. A canal
across the isthmus, linking St. Peter's Bay with St. Peter's

Inlet, would cut several hundred miles from the



Sydney-Halifax trip and would offer greater security to
potential investors interested in the development of Cape
Breton. ° Seagoing vessels would also benefit from the canal
as one author clearly pointed out:

By the proposed passage, vessels may enter the

Lake from the Westward, and thus a facility

will be afforded for shipment of timber, which

might be carried on to a great extent as

vessels could deposit at Halifax, their cargoes

of European products, - proceed from thence and

enter the Lake from the westward; and when

loaded depart through the eastern channel for

England. That fine island has hitherto been

neglected owing to its peculiar form of

Government, but it is expected that its

reannexation to this Province, will in a short

time, render it the most interestng and

flourishing of the British colonial

possessions.6
These arguments fell on deaf ears.

The early proposals for a canal at St. Peter's seem
never to have been judged on their own merits. The first
survey by Francis Hall was an afterthought, funded by £50

7 Favourable

(N.S.) added to the Schubenacadie canal survey.
comments by the Nova Scotia Legislature in 1825 brought no
acceptance in principle for the project, nor any private or
government investment, all of which was sunk into the
Schubenacadie Canal Company. As the Schubenacadie venture
sank from optimism and potential profit to disappointment
and actual loss, the public became hesitant, even
suspicious, of any other canal projcts. St. Peter's Canal
began its life in the shadow of the Schubenacadie scheme,

and there it remained for the next two decades.
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II

The 1830s and 1840s witnessed continued economic growth in
Nova Scotia. None of the province's natural resources was
yet depleted, and some of the most important seemed
inexhaustible. Agriculture continued to be the major
employer, although fishing accounted for one third of the
province's total exports. Nova Scotia's long coastline with
its innumerable bays and inlets had given it an almost
limitless inshore fishery. 1Its position in the Bay of
Fundy, in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and on the Atlantic
facing the Grand Banks, had given it equally extensive
facilities for deep-sea fishing. Ocean shipping lanes and
commerce on the high sea, not improvements to inland
navigation, offered the promise of profit to the merchants
of Nova Scotia. Canals remained the dream of those outside
the financial establishment.

Despite the indifference of the Halifax financial
elite, the citizens and merchants of Cape Breton persisted
in their hopes for a canal. 1In 1839 the matter was reopened
when the provincial government responded to pressure from
Cape Bretoners for the consideration of a canal at St.
Peter's. The renowned naturalist, Titus Smith, already
preparing for a field trip to Cape Breton, was instructed to
survey the canal route. His report was brief but
favourable. 8 The length of the cut, he estimated, would be
800 yds. and the maximum depth of the trench to sea level
would be approximately 50 ft. The report lacked additional
technical details, but reminded the readers that the
"inexhaustible head of water" could be used to drive a mill
of any kind at the site. He also pointed out that timber
could be rafted to this location from any part of the lake,
making it a good site for a sawmill.?

The following year discussion of the canal project was






