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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
fi asco.
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.

1

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. In 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.
In
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, 16th
and 17th centuries. Central planning authorities, supported
by ample public funds and influenced by mercantile
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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 via the Great
Lakes-St. Lawrence river system witnessed an increase in the
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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
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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
2
Halifax.
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.

II
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
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side, the shores are broken and rugged, with numerous
harbours and bays. The coastal mountains give way in the
interior to the Bras d'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 d'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,
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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.
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The " M e e t i n g of t h e W a t e r s , "

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 d'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." 1 In 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. ' 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 did not re-emerge.
Francis Hall's report of 1 July 1825 was the first
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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 7to 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 Is. 3d. per cubic yd.
the cost of this excavation brought Hall's total cost to
£17,150 4s. 5d. (N.S.). 3
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 argued, 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.
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
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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.
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
(N.S.) added to the Schubenacadie canal survey.
Favourable
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. Its 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. In 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.9
The following year discussion of the canal project was
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continued by the elected representatives for the area at the
legislature in Halifax. On 14 March 1840, Mr. Doyle, M.L.A.
from Arichat, Cape Breton, succeeded in having a special
committee appointed to investigate the scheme. The
committee's terms of reference limited it to suggestions, if
any, regarding possible government patronage and support,
avoiding all obligations in the estimate and construction
phases of the work.
On 19 March, only five days after
first convening, the committee's chairman, Mr. Doyle,
returned to the house and read for the first time a Bill to
incorporate a "St. Peter's Canal Company."
Within eight
days the bill received two further readings although the
Lieutenant Governor had his doubts and reserved the measure
for the consideration of the British Cabinet. Before the
end of the session the bill was sent overseas for approval.
The speed - one month - with which the St. Peter's
project went from a petition to a "Bill to Incorporate" a
company was indicative of an expressed desire (at least in
Cape Breton) to forward the undertaking. The Lieutenant
Governor's caution was, however, not unwarranted, for it was
also indicative of the Legislature's inexperience in such
matters. The newly incorporated company had a capital
ceiling of £30,000 (N.S.). This was offered to the public,
with no government provision for payment of interest on
capital expended, in the form of 300 £100 shares.
Shareholders were expected to meet once a year under the
supervision of seven directors elected from within their
group. Construction of the canal, decisions relating to its
dimensions, erection of all canal structures, purchase and
sale of canal property, expropriations and levying of tolls
were only a few of the general powers vested in the company
by the legislature. 12 Indeed, so imprecise and vague were
the terms of the Act to incorporate the "St. Peter's Canal
Company" that it occasioned a rebuke from the British
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Government, before it was granted Royal Assent.
Although Her Majesty's confidential advisers
have not thought proper to recommend Her
Majesty to withold Her assent to the Act, No.
2076, for Incorporating St. Peter's Canal
Company the Act is by no means free from
object ion. It does not appear to have been
drawn up with sufficient precision. The
objects, with a view to which the Company is
incorporated, are stated in too general terms.
I collect from the 2nd section that something
beyond the construction of a Canal is
contemplated - power being given to buy, sell,
or let Ships - which implies, that the Trade on
the Canal, and not the Tolls alone, is to be in
the hands of the Company. This is a privilege
not enjoyed by the Canal Companies in England;
but under the circumstances of the North
American Colonies, where the subdivision of
labor to be found in this Country cannot be
expected to exist, Her Majesty's Government
have not thought it necessary in the present
instance, to object to this provision.
I think, however, that some restriction
ought to have been imposed by the Act on the
operations of the Company, it not being free
from doubt whether the Shareholders might not
carry on many branches of business, in their
corporate capacity, under the power of the Act.13
The fears expressed by Her Majesty's advisers never
materialized. From the outset the new company found it
difficult to enlist sufficient financial support. The
citizens and property holders of St. Peter's and environs
welcomed the formation of a company, but, they were unable
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to attract enough provincial support to gather the necessary
capital. In March 1841 Doyle again went before the
legislature to petition for government aid to supplement
private subscriptions so that the construction of the canal
could begin.
No changes in the Act or in the government's
attitude were forthcoming, as interest had shifted to the
increasingly volatile subject of responsible government.
The St. Peter's canal project had died again.

Ill
Seven years passed before the issue was resurrected.

On 23

February 1848 the reform party representative from Richmond
County, Cape Breton, Mr. Charles Harrington, presented to
the House of Assembly three petitions from his constituents
requesting the opening of a canal at St. Peter's.
A
three-man select committee on petitions was formed and
instructed by the house to examine the proposals and deliver
a report on the practicality of the work. Eleven days later
their investigations were completed, and on 11 April 1848
the committee announced its findings to the house.
The report was favourable but, understandably,
cautious. Preliminary inquiries had convinced the committee
"that ultimately great advantages would be derived to the
Country, in opening a free Waterway Communication between
the Bras d'Or Lake and the Atlantic waters at Little St.
17
Peter's." This approval in principle was all that emerged
from their discussions. The report stressed that reliable
statistical information was not available, "especially
relating to the products, resources, and conditions of the
extensive Country surrounding the Bras d'Or Lakes."
As a
result no recommendations for future action were tabled, and
shortly thereafter, the House adjourned for the summer. The
task of gathering the necessary data on the feasibility and
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expense of the canal project was left to interested
ci t izens.
In 1850, two brothers, Charles W. and Lewis Fairbanks,
civil engineers, took the first step towards obtaining the
necessary statistical information. A survey of the isthmus
was completed and a report on the canal project prepared for
future government consideration. At the same time members
from Richmond and Victoria counties in Cape Breton continued
to press, in petition form, for renewed discussion in the
19
assembly of possible ways of supporting the project.
Their persistence was rewarded on 5 February 1851, when the
house again sent the matter to a special committee for
further study.
Several reports were made available for the committee
members' perusal - the 1825 survey by Francis Hall, the 1839
work of Titus Smith, the 1848 committee report and the 1849
geological surveys of Doctor Abraham Gesner and Lord
20
Dundonald.
After careful consideration of these and
related documents the committee presented its own findings
and conclusions to the house in late February 1851.
No doubt was left as to the committee's position with
21
regards to the value of the canal.
Their report pictured
Cape Breton as a haven of untapped natural resources,
fertile lands, extensive hardwood forests, bountiful mineral
deposits and teeming inland fisheries. The purpose of a
canal at St. Peter's would be to provide easier access to
these vast resources, and at the same time, reduce the price
of imported goods, attract immigrants and raise land values.
"No scheme," the committee members concluded, "yet
propounded for the notice of this Honourable House will
result in greater public benefit in proportion to the amount
of money required in the execution than will that of St.
Peter's Canal." 22
The practicability of the work was also reviewed and
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commented on by the committee after careful study of the
1851 Fairbanks report. The brothers had proposed two
possible alignments, one through a marshy bog area for
£10,000 (N.S.), favoured by the authors, and a second, an
earth-rock cut for a sum of £12,500 (N.S.) on the line
proposed by Hall in 1825. 2 3
The cut on either line was to involve two years' work
and a labour force of 500 men employed by day labour. The
first year's work would carry the excavation to water level,
after working plans had been drawn up by an engineer
experienced in hydraulic works. In the second year,
underwater excavation was to be carried out to a depth of 15
ft. and a lock, guard gates and drawbridge were to be
constructed. Overall responsibility for the project,
Fairbanks recommended, should be given to an incorporated
company. ^
The report was read to the house on 3 March 1851 and on
that same day resolutions were passed calling for a canal
along the earth-rock line, 15 ft. deep and less than half a
mile in length at a cost of £12,500 (N.S.). On 7 April 1851
the resolutions were given official status by an "Act to
Amend the Act to Incorporate St. Peter's Canal Company."
The capital stock of the rejuvenated 1840 Company was
reduced in its official charter to £20,000 (N.S.) from the
previous £30,000 (N.S.), and was offered for sale to the
public in the form of £5 (N.S.) shares. The company's power
was drastically curtailed, leaving its directors with powers
to expropriate limited areas of land or nearby resource
areas, such as timber reserves or gravel pits, that would be
required by the canal builders.23 The levying of taxes was
returned to government agencies. The most notable feature
of the Act was, however, not what it said but what it failed
to say. Once again the government stopped short of
financial commitment and maintained its "laissez-faire"
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attitude toward involvement in the actual construction.
The 1851 Act met with as little success as its
predecessor. The opposition party was not impressed with
the legislative changes, nor was the public willing to
invest in a large-scale public work of this nature without
some form of government guarantee. To highlight the
inadequacy of the government's policy, the opposition
isolated the discrepancy between the Fairbanks estimate of
£12,500 (N.S.) and Hall's much earlier estimate of more than
£17,000 (N.S.). 26
The former's survey was labelled as
"valueless except as a fruitful source of perplexity and
disappointment leading to results something similar to that
of the Schubenacadie Canal." 27 The ceaseless prodding by
the opposition focused attention on the issue and finally
forced the government's hand.
On 7 April 1852, the last day of the session, James B.
Uniacke's reform government hurried through a resolution
guaranteeing interest at the rate of 3-1/2 per cent on an
expenditure not to exceed £12,000 (N.S.). 28
This halfway
measure brought no relief to canal supporters, who promptly
denounced the policy change as wanting. The 3-1/2 per cent
return on capital expended, they pointed out, fell far short
of the 6 per cent offered by the same government for
investment in Nova Scotia railways.29 St. Peter's Canal had
from the beginning received competition in the money markets
of the province from the more fashionable railways. Without
more encouragement it would, in the words of a literary
opponent of the government, pass away "like the baseless
fabric of the most brilliant soap bubble ever ejected from
the bowl of a tobacco pipe." 2u
This casual government approach to the problem of St.
Peter's Canal ended suddenly and unexpectedly on 4 April
1853 with the "Act to provide for the construction of the
Saint Peter's Canal." 3 1 The earlier Acts of 1840 and 1851
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were repealed. A survey and report on the probable expense
of the canal were ordered by the governor in council. An
administration, headed by a maximum of three commissioners,
was set up and credited with £12,000 (N.S.). On condition
that the planned survey receive the governor's approval, the
commissioners were assigned full power to cut the canal
along the specified line. They were to receive 5 per cent
on the money expended. The work for each year was not to
exceed £3,000 (N.S.) and money was to be drawn from the
Treasury by warrant. All lands expropriated by the
commissioners were to be duly registered and any resources
deemed necessary and taken from adjoining lands were to be
adequately compensated.
Government House responded quickly to the new
legislation. On 26 April 1853 a letter was sent to the
major general of the Halifax qarrison soliciting the
services of a competent engineer to survey the canal site.
A Royal Engineer, Capta in Phi1ip J.S. Barry was selected
from the Corps, and by mid-May he had received his
instructions. 32 The first part included copies of the
earlier surveys, the 1853 Act and Royal Navy soundings
recorded in the St. Peter's Bay area. Part two comprised
working instructions from the provincial secretary, Joseph
Howe, the latitude of which must have perplexed Barry.
His excellency does not think it necessary to
trammel you with instructions having the most
entire confidence in your zeal and ability.
The dimensions of the Canal must be regulated
by the nature of the trade which may reasonably
be expected to flow through it, but these
should be sufficient to admit of vessels which
are usually employed in the fisheries and coal
trade of the province.
Instructions in hand, Captain Barry proceeded to St.
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Peter's. By 31 August 1853 the boring, measuring and
surveying were completed and the report was in the office of
the governor. On 31 January 1854 the paper was placed on
the legislative agenda.
The line chosen by Barry was slightly to the east of
the "Haulover Road" and in the same vicinity as Hall's 1825
proposal. Its length was to be 2,300 ft. with an estimated
maximum cut, from surface level to canal bottom, of 57 ft.
The width of the canal cut narrowed from 50 ft. at the water
line, to 20 ft., at a ten foot depth. This steep angle of
the side walls, in effect, reduced the depth of the approach
channels from the quoted 13 ft. to a working depth of 9 ft.
to 11.5 ft. Two vessels, drawing more water, were unable to
pass each other in the proposed cut without scraping the
canal sides.
A wooden swing bridge, 10 ft. wide, would span the
canal at the lake end. A lock, 122 ft. by 22 ft., built of
brickwork and anchored by stone quoins, was recommended
instead of a timber lock, on account of the destructive
action of the sea worm. (The "teredo" or "teredo navalis,"
the zoological name for the sea worm, is a worm-like marine
creature, which excavates burrows in wood under water. It
attacks the unprotected timbers of piers and vessels in
immense numbers, eventually riddling them to such an extent
that they are rendered totally useless, no matter what type
or quality of wood is used. The average life of a piece of
untreated timber submerged in the waters of the western
Atlantic is about two years.)
The total cost of Barry's proposal, including guard
gates, was £17,751.4.0 (N.S.).
His report was delivered
to the House in March 1854 and on 28 March the attorney
general moved a resolution that an additional £5,000 (N.S.)
be added to the initial £12,000, to bring this amount more
in line with Barry's estimate. 35 The supply committee
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approved the resolution and the government easily defeated
an opposition challenge to rescind the grant on the grounds
16

that poor government planning would cause future problems.

IV
On 25 July 1854 Captain Barry, now engineer in charge of the
works, met with the three commissioners, Isaac Le Vesconte,
Thomas H. Fuller and James McLeod, appointed to administer
37
the project.
The chairman, Mr. McLeod, had already
committed himself to early action.

The isthmus of St.

Peter's was the property of C D . Archibald and George
Handley.

They had earlier conceded to the public, a right

of way over their land for the purpose of crossing the
isthmus and carrying boats from the Bras d'Or to St.
Pe t e r ' s .
On

10 July

1854 McLeod

n e g o t i a t i o n s with
of land

at the

entered

into

the two p r o p e r t y o w n e r s

isthmus.

Handley

preliminary
for the

and A r c h i b a l d ,

purchase

early

supporters of the canal scheme, were eager to see work on
the canal begin and both expressed a desire to deal with the
38
commissioners in the "most liberal terms."
A detailed
survey, drawn up by one James McKenzie, of the tract of land
required by the government was forwarded to Archibald and
Handley.

On 29 August 1854 both owners co-signed the deed

handing over the property.
We the undersigned proprietors of the land
situate at the Isthmus of Saint Peter's in the
Island of Cape Breton through which the
proposed canal is to be made do hereby freely
and gratuitously concede and dedicate to the
public the use of said canal from the Bay of
St. Peter's to the Bras d'Or Lake as the same
39
is laid down upon this plan.
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This land, "dedicated" to the government for canal purposes,
comprised 13 acres immediately to the southeast of the
"Haulover Road" and stretched from St. Peter's Bay to the
Bras d'Or Lake. The following year, on 3 August 1855, an
additional 9.1 acres at the southern end of the proposed cut
was expropriated from Archibald and Handley by the
commissioners. 40
In subsequent meetings with the commissioners, working
plans and tracings were drawn up by Barry. Before his
departure for Halifax in August, they agreed to commence
construction on 1 September 1854. However, an unexplained
delay in Barry's return postponed the start of operations
unt il 7 September. 4
The early work involved clearing the
traced areas. Local labourers were hired at 4s. per day and
put to work with axes and shovels at "grubbing and clearing
of trees and brushwood, removing manure heaps, taking down
and replacing of fences and the cutting of timber near the
Atlantic shore." 4 2 The rubble was loaded onto carts and
pulled to nearby dumps by teams of horses hired at a rate of
10s. per day.
Unexpectedly, and without informing the commissioners,
Barry departed prematurely from the site on 25 September,
leaving no clear chain of command behind. The work
continued by day labour for another month under the
superintendence of the inexperienced commissioners and C.W.
Folsom, a junior engineer, until winter conditions forced a
halt. By that time only 12,266 cubic yd. of earth and rock
had been excavated and carted away at a cost of £1,508,19.2
(N.S.). 4 3
That the work had progressed so slowly was principally
due to three factors. First, a late start had allowed only
three months' work before winter set in. Second, the
commissioners were inexperienced in the administration of a
public works project of this nature - witness their failure
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to draw up tenders and contracts for the work, inadequate
hiring procedures which necessitated numerous layoffs
shortly after the project was underway, and the procurement
of hand tools, most of inferior quality, in a haphazard
manner from local residents. Third, Captain Barry's absence
and the ensuing confusion among those in charge ended in the
movement of canal tracings and work stoppages. The year
closed with Barry and the commissioners throwing charges and
countercharges at each other in an attempt to absolve
themselves, and with the latter calling for the engineer's
i
, 44
replacement.
The work resumed in 1855. Captain Barry was recalled
by the legislature, and C.W. Folsom was left on site as the
supervisory engineer. Tenders for earth excavation were
advertised publicly and a contract awarded to John McLeod of
St. Peter's.
Labourers returned to the site in the spring
of 1855, and excavation by pick and shovel began once again.
The task was by no means an easy one. The depth of the
proposed cut ranged from 20 ft. to 70 ft. along an isthmus
composed of compact clay intermixed with gravel, stones and
boulders overlaying a hard layer or syenitic rock. The
contractor described the material as a "hard tenacious clay
and gravel intermixed, with various sized stones from the
size of gravel up to a few scattering large boulders of 0.5
ton weight." 4 6
Relying on sweat and muscle and a variety of locally
purchased hand tools, McLeod pushed the excavation through
the summer and fall months of 1855 and 1856. By September
1856 the cut along the entire 2,400 ft. averaged only 10 ft.
to 15 ft., a state of things which the commissioners found
inadequate. On 22 September 1856 the contract was suspended
on account of the slow progress and McLeod was forced to
absorb a £4,000 (N.S.) loss for his work.
He appealed to
the legislature for compensation in 1856 and 1857, arguing
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that the "earth" excavation specified in the contract, for
which he had estimated Is. Id. per cu. yd., was misleading
48
due to the nature of the soil.
No adjustments were made
in the price schedule and McLeod was forced to accept the
contracted payment.
at the site.

Meanwhile all work had come to a stop

V
In Halifax, the executive council had already initiated a
review of the canal project. On 14 August 1856 the council
decided to contact W.H. Talcott, an American civil engineer
based in New Jersey, with the intention of inviting him to
Halifax to report on the canal works.49 Talcott had worked
previously on a report concerning a proposed Inland
Navigation Company for the Nova Scotia Legislature.
At a meeting with Attorney General Young in August 1856
Talcott was briefed, given all pertinent documents and asked
to proceed to Arichat and St. Peter's. Once in Cape Breton
he was to interview the commissioners and junior engineers
and to inspect McLeod's contract and other available
documents. After this, he was instructed to make an
accurate survey of the si te and to comment on the
practicability and character of the undertaking, the nature
and progress of the work done, the probable expense of
completing it, the quantity of rock cutting and the wisdom
of pursuing the plans that were in progress or of
substituting new ones.
William Talcott was thoroughly convinced of the value
of canals as a means of development. Cheap inland
transportation, he believed, encouraged immigration to the
interior, opened uncleared lands to the farmer's plough and
provided the struggling settler with a means of exporting
his agricultural goods to the coast. This pro-canal

23

philosophy permeated his 1856 report to the Nova Scotia
House of Assembly.
His study started with a review of the earlier
excavation work done by McLeod, and pointed out some causes
of the slow progress: two or three springs along the canal
line which flooded the trench; earthslides caused by
sweating through the east side of the cutting at the lake
side, and the presence of boulders and rock ledges in the
cut.

None of these had been foreseen in the early surveys.
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To Talcott, these obstacles raised no insurmountable
challenge to the works.

On the contrary, he optimistically

reported that "the results

[of my investigation] may

therefore be considered as placing the practicability of
making a canal from shore to shore beyond any reasonable
doubt, and also as demonstrating clearly that it will be a
permanent work, requiring but a trifling annual expense to
53
keep it in perfect order."
Talcott recommended no change to the canal line traced
out by Captain Barry, but suggested that powers be vested in
the superintending engineer to alter the line, if large
quantities of rock were discovered

in the cut.

Like the

earlier reports, his supported the construction of one lift
lock, one set of stop gates, and one road bridge.

His canal

cut would have a width of 22 ft. at bottom and 22 ft. in the
lock with a depth of 13 ft.

The lock would have a length of

122 ft. and its foundations, according to the borings, would
be in clay and those of the lock gates in rock.

He advised

that the lock walls be faced with cut limestone, locally
available, so that the mortar between the stones would not
exceed an average of 0.275 in. thickness over the whole
surface.

The backing of the walls should be of solid

masonry laid in mortar made of lime and hydraulic cement,
while the facing mortar ought to be good quality hydraulic
cement.

Large stones reaching through the wall would act as

24

a bonding agent. The total cost of this work, to be done in
two years, was estimated at £34,000 (N.S.), almost double
that of the 1854 estimate. 5 4
In a postscript to his report Talcott recommended that
the government reconsider the planned dimensions of the
canal.55
A survey of coastal vessels, ordered by him and
taken on 10 September 1856 in Halifax harbour, indicated
that a lock, as planned for St. Peter's, with dimensions of
22 ft. by 122 ft. would accommodate the majority of coastal
vessels. But already he noticed a number of schooners and
brigantines which were too large to use the lock facilities.
This fact, along with the trend toward an increase in the
burden of vessels and the growing in number of steam vessels
with their wide paddle boxes would, he believed, necessitate
future modifications. These changes could be averted by the
construction of a canal 25 ft. wide with a lock 25 ft. by
140 ft. at a moderate increase in the cost to £36,250
(N.S.). At the same time, Talcott rejected the proposals
for an inclined plane method of portage, either steam driven
or hand operated, as too expensive.5"
The report was completed in November 1856 and read to
the house in February 1857. Subsequent executive requests
for money to complete the canal project made their way onto
the House agenda, but no supply resolutions were made.
Instead, interest in the project appeared to lapse amid
rumours of the revival of the Schubenacadie scheme. In the
following summer, however, interest was rekindled when Lord
Mulgrave, the lieutenant governor, and Charles Tupper, the
provincial secretary, embarked on an official tour of
eastern Nova Scotia and Cape Breton which included St.
Peter's.
In the official party was James E. Laurie, a civil
engineer commissioned by the lieutenant governor to make a
survey of the canal to determine the approximate cost of
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completing the work.
Laurie's impressions of Cape Breton,
conveyed in his report, contrasted glaringly with the more
romantic travelogues of the early 19th century. He spared
nothing and no one in his dismal portrayal of Cape Breton
and its inhabitants. Its farmland he pictured as "occupied
but predominately uncultivated and neglected," exporting
only a few agricultural products to Newfoundland markets.
Its timber resources, once the pride of the Royal Navy, he
dismissed as "already exploited." A dying lumber trade, a
seasonal fishing industry supplying local markets and a
profitable but short-term mineral industry rounded out Cape
Breton's assets. He was even more scornful in his attitude
toward the island's people, whom he found lacking in
58
"enterprise, industry and knowledge."
Laurie concluded
that St. Peter's Canal offered no potential gain to the
people of Cape Breton or the province of Nova Scotia.
Furthermore, the profits from the present or prospective
business of the area, he calculated, would be far less than
the estimated £4,600 (N.S.) annual maintenance bill for the
canal.
Despite these unfavourable comments, Laurie recognized
that the geography of the area justified the construction of
a canal across the isthmus. With this in mind, he advocated
three changes to the original working plans: a change in the
angle of slope in earth from 1.5 in.: 1 ft. to 2 in.: 1 ft.
and, in rock, from the original 2 in.: 1 ft. to 3 in.: 1 ft.
so as to reduce earth-slides; inclusion of a dredging and
steam pumping plant for underwater work at the engrances,
and an increased price for earth and rock excavation based
on the actual cost of excavation work done up to 1858, which
had averaged Is. 9d. per cubic yd.
Inclusion of this extra work and increased prices
raised the total est of the project, with no alteration in
the dimensions, to £52,140 (N.S.). The escalating sum did
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not alarm Laurie: on the contrary, he found the cost
moderate in relation to other projects and well within the
limits of the provincial budget. The report concluded with
a reminder that estimates of canal works were always
uncertain due to the peculiar nature of underwater works,
and with an alternative proposal for those unwilling to
accept the risk of higher costs.
Laurie's alternate plan called for a marine railway
across the isthmus at a cost of £6,320 (N.S.). Boats with a
cargo ranging from two to five tons would be hauled across
by teams of horses or oxen. The revenue derived from tolls
on freight would finance the annual maintenance of the
track, which would be laid in the existing canal cut.
The decision to continue work on the navigation canal
or substitute a railway was placed at the hands of the
legislature. The outcome of their deliberation was the
formation of yet another committee.

VI
The assessment of past work and plans continued into the
1860s. On 28 March 1860, six days after a petition was read
by the M.L.A. from Richmond County, Mr. Charles Harrington,
another select committee of three was appointed to
scrutinize all legislation, surveys and reports tabled in
f\ 9

the house between 1825 and 1859.
The committee members
focused their attention on the more recent, detailed reports
of Talcott and Laurie, dismissing the discrepancies in their
respective cost figures by attributing them to increased
prices of material and labour. Talcott's extensive
preparatory work of boring to establish the ratio of rock to
earth in the cut was the basis for accepting his report as
the more accurate and reliable. To his report, they gave
their approval, with a series of recommendations that
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clearly stated their position:
1. That the cutting and completion of a canal
at St. Peter's is easy and practicable
2. That the work can be executed within or
very near the estimate in Laurie's report
3. That within a few years after the canal
shall be in operation, its returns will meet
the interest of construction and working
expenses
4. That a canal only can accomodate the trade
and enable the numerous population surrounding
the lake to find a remunerating market for the
produce of their farms and forest; and the
committee unhesitatingly say, that to
substitute a railway there for a canal, would
be a useless waste of money, inadequate to the
purpose intended and unsuited to the
necessities of the country
5. That a canal should be completed there as
early as the construction will admit, and that
the Government should provide the means
therefor.
The report went on to condemn the haphazard and
"unscientific methods" already witnessed at the construction
site. The use of day labour for menial jobs, the lack of
heavy-duty earth-moving equipment, the failure to let out
work by tender and contract and the method of payment, which
held back no security for fulfillment of the contract, were
singled out as obvious abuses. Their final recommendation the need to advertise tenders in the provinces of Quebec and
Ontario and the United States - resulted from the
realization that contractors with expertise in canal works
were necessary for the work if progress was to be made and
cost kept to a minimum. It also reflected the lack of
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experienced personnel in the maritimes.
The firm position taken by the committee was not
reflected by the legislature. The report was read to the
House on 8 May 1860. No further reference to the canal
project was made before the session was adjourned for the
summer holiday. It was another three years before the House
acted.

VIII
In July 1864 the workers returned to the site.
Commissioners, with powers identical to those of their
predecessors, were in supervisory positions. Labourers
continued to be hired by the day and excavation commenced
despite the absence of accurate surveys and work plans. So
disorganized was the work camp that Henry F. Perley, a
provincial engineer ordered to the site in July 1864, two
weeks after the renewal of operations, had to resurvey the
cut in order to determine the centre line.64
In the
following months, Perley made several visits to St. Peter's,
laying out work and supervising its progress, until the
arrival of winter halted work. By the end of 1864,
$11,941.30-1/2 (N.S.) had been spent on excavation and minor
repairs to the canal office and road bridge.
Early in February 1865 Perley received instructions
from the Board of Works in Halifax, to submit an estimate of
the amount required to finish the canal. On 8 February 1865
he handed the Board an estimate for $125,943.62 (N.S.). 6 5
This sum was for a canal 22 ft. wide at bottom and 28.5 ft.
wide at the waterline; the length would be 2300 ft. with a
lock 122 ft. x 22 ft.

This amount included timber retaining

walls, bridge, lock gates, stop gates, lockmaster's house
and other small outlays. The rising cost was once again
attributed to the discovery of rock in the cut not detected
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by earlier borings.
Perley submitted three additional estimates with his
report.
The first was based on his belief that the canal
as planned was too narrow. The breadth of vessels the
proposed canal could accommodate ranged from 15 ft. to 22.5
ft. Large vessels, if operating in the canal, would not be
able to pass each other in the rock cut, and some of the
heavy schooners and brigant ines would have to brace
themselves around the bend to avoid striking the sides. He
suggested that the canal's width be increased to 51.5 ft. at
the water line and its depth lowered to 15 ft. This would
bring the total cost to an estimated $170,005.25 (N.S.).
His second and third estimates considered the possibility of
an "animal railway" at $14,529.65 (N.S.) and a steam railway
at $29,047.08 (N.S.). Perley, who favoured the construction
of a navigation canal, did not elaborate on the alternate
plans.
The report was brought before the house on 9 March
1865.
"An Act to amend the Act to provide for the
construction of the St. Peter's Canal" was given first
reading on 29 March 1865 and royal assent on 2 May 1865.
This new Act revoked all earlier legislation and transferred
the responsibility for construction of a canal to the Board
of Works in Halifax. The board had already taken over
partial responsibility for the canal, having commissioned
Perley's 1865 survey. The Act authorized the Board's
officials to advertise for tenders and transferred all
powers previously exercised by the commissioners to the
Board's resident engineers. A sum of $125,000 (N.S.) was to
be drawn by a governor's warrant from the treasury for the
completion of the canal, which was to be 2,300 ft. long, 13
ft. deep and, despite Perley's recommendations, 22 ft. wide.
The first act of the Board of Works was to advertise for
tenders. In June 1865 a 15-month contract was awarded
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to Messrs. Brooks, Foster and Company of Brockville, Ontario
C Q

for $45,500 (N.S.).

The excavation of earth and rock to

the proposed level of water in the canal and side sloping
were the two items of work specified

in the contract.

The

work commenced about the middle of July 1865, and by
December of that year the sum of $13,542.42 (N.S.) had been
consumed

in this excavation work.

In his progress report of December 1865, Alexander
McNab, a provincial engineer of the Board of

Works,

reported that the excavation along a distance of 1,400 ft.
had been brought nearly to the level of the proposed tow
path. The remaining excavation, estimated at 44,000 cubic
yd., was being daily worked by an average force of 63
69
labourers and 21 horse-and-cart teams.
The progress report
for the total cost.

included McNab's revised estimate

At $118,844 (N.S.) his estimate was

slightly less than Perley's 1865 figures.

This was

accounted for by less rock excavation than planned earlier,
and by a reduction in earth excavation; this followed
McNab's

inclusion

in his proposal to raise the retaining

walls along the entire line 5 ft. above the high-water mark.
The provincial engineer also recommended that the board
advertise immediately for tenders for the upcoming
underwater work.

This would permit the contractor awarded

the job to take advantage of the summer months to procure
rock for the wall and lock, thereby reducing the time wasted
in awaiting delivery of materials.

If proper arrangements

were made, he foresaw the opening of the canal to traffic by
1 August

1867. 7 0

In May 1866 the Board of Works began the second stage
of the excavation by calling for tenders for the opening and
completion of a line of navigation through the isthmus.
Several offers were received, including one from Messrs.
Brooks, Foster and Company, but the contract was awarded to
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one Patrick Purcell, whose bid was $72,719.07 lower than the
former's.

The government's estimate of the remaining work

was $222,000.

The contract was based on a schedule of

prices and payment was on a monthly basis.

The payment was

to follow the submission of, and the approval of, the
resident engineer's progress report.
Patrick Purcell accepted the contract on 20 June 1866
72
and commenced his operations eight days later.
The Brooks
Company's contract had run over its completion date and did
not expire until December 1866.
difficulties

Unexpected heavy rains and

in finding labour to complete the surface

excavation caused the delay.

No problems seem to have been

caused by the presence of two large teams of workers
employed at the same time.

The final cost of Messrs.

Brooks, Foster and Company's contract was $31,458.05 (N.S.).
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The nature of the work changed as the new contractor
approached maximum depth in the cut.

Two stone

quarries were opened a few miles from the canal, and
limestone was carted

in to provide material for the

retaining walls, bridge abutments and lock walls.
additional steam engine and pump were shipped

An

in to drain

those pits below sea level filled by heavy rains, springs
and tidal seepage.

This work was sufficiently heavy to

necessitate the employment of 100 to 200 men throughout the
summer and early winter months of 1866, most occupied with
excavation and carting.
In March 1867 a further recommendation for a wider
canal was made, this time by the engineer in charge of the
works, Alexander McNab.

He recommended that the width of

the canal be increased from 22 ft. to 26 ft.

McNab stressed

this could be done for a small additional expenditure and
would allow coal and timber vessels to make use of the
canal: the approved dimensions restricted the passage to
only the smallest class of vessels.

This recommendation was
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accepted by the Board of Works and Purcell was instructed to
widen the canal to 26 ft.
This was the provincial government's last important
decision on St. Peter's Canal. The political realignment of
the British North American colonies had been approved by
either the colonial legislatures or at the polls in 1865-66.
On 1 July 1867 the British North American Act came into
force, and all existing and planned canals were transferred
to the federal legislature. For some months, and until the
Dominion government could enact new legislation, St. Peter's
Canal was managed under the 1865 Nova Scotia Act. This
situation ended on 21 December 1867, when the Canadian
Parliament took over all responsibility for canals, by
passing "An Act respecting the Public Works of Canada."
On 30 November 1867 McNab, now a dominion official,
informed his superiors that the money grants appropriated in
1866 and in July 1867 were almost exhausted. Purcell had
been paid $96,315.89 from these grants, which left only a
small fund to carry on the works. In a hastily prepared
letter to the Secretary of State for the provinces in
January 1868, McNab estimated that $75,000 would be required
to complete the canal works, "without exception the heaviest
78
of its class on this continent."
The increased width of
the canal, the depth of the cut, the rocky nature of the
area and the need to give the canal works a "permanent
character" before allowing water in were the arguments
listed to justify his request.
Hardly had the ink dried on this estimate, when McNab
returned to St. Peter's and undertook a careful survey of
the work which included reviewing prices, the quantity of
work to be done and materials available. The result was a
revised, higher estimate of $121,775.76, which he
communicated along with a statement of the work to be done,
to the Secretary for the Department of Public Works on 16
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March 1868. 7 9

At this date, the cut at a point 700 ft.

along the line of the canal was about 74 ft. deep.

At the

1,700 ft. mark the trench was about 55 ft. deep and at the
2,000 ft. stake the canal cut was excavated to a depth of 30
ft.80
McNab reported that the bottom of the lock was
constructed of timber and rested on a clay foundation.

The

lock walls and swing bridge abutments were built of coursed
masonry and faced with rock work.

The freestone used in the

hollow quoins and lock coping had been brought from the
quarry at Boularderie Island, at the extreme eastern end of
the Bras d'Or Lakes, and the balance of the masonry came
Q-I

from nearby limestone and syenitic quarries.
For the second consecutive winter (1868-69) work
continued without a break.
entrances had commenced

Dredging of the channel

in 1868.

Throughout the winter

continuous pumping of the pits along the cuts was necessary
despite the coffer dams at both ends owing to the presence
of fresh water springs.

The seasonal demands of the farming

and fishing industry, coupled with the remoteness of the
site, made it difficult to employ a steady and skilled
labour force. An average of 150 labourers and mechanics
82
worked steadily throughout 1868.
The lock specifications called for four pairs of gates,
two pairs of lock gates and two pairs of guard gates,
necessary when the level of the lake was higher than that of
the ocean.

The gates were composed of a series of leaves of

black spruce, each 8 in. thick, 15 in. wide at the ends, and
18 in. at the centre.

Vertical posts or fenders of hardwood

extended the whole height of the gate and were bolted to the
ends.

The gates were operated by means of a crab or winch

secured to the coping of the lock and connected by a chain,
.57 in. in diameter, passing down through a well hole in the
masonry to the toe of the gate.

The cast iron gate valves
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were 5.05 ft. by 2.05 ft. and secured to a wrought iron
shaft 2 in. in diameter. This shaft was worked from the
foot bridge and framed to the top of the gates. At the
bottom, and near the toe of these gates, was placed a cast
iron roller 4 in. wide and 15 in. in diameter, the axle of
which was wrought iron revolving in a cast iron box fitted
QO

with brass bearings.
A swing bridge of the "Howe truss"
design, 14 ft. wide and 87 ft. long with 25 ft. of
clearance, was built across the cut, thus completing the
canal works.
On 13 August 1869 the canal at St. Peter's was opened
to the public. The contractor, Patrick Purcell, remained at
the site for several months to complete the surface work
along the tow path and retaining walls. On 9 February 1870
McNab approved the final estimate of work performed by
Purcell. This final payment brought the total cost of his
contract to $224,134.32. 85 The canal had taken fifteen
years to complete. It cost $295,596.40, almost three times
the 1854 estimate of Captain Barry. Of this amount, the
government of Nova Scotia had invested $156,523.31, while
the federal government had spent $139,073.09. The product
of this expenditure was a canal, across the isthmus of St.
Peter's, the dimensions of which were reported at:
Depth of water
13 ft.
Width of canal at bottom
26 ft.
Width of canal at surface of water
28.5 ft.
Width of canal at level of tow path
31 ft.
Width of tow path
8 ft.
Width of lock in clear
26 ft.
Length of lock in clear
122 ft.
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"Too narrow, t o o s h a l l o w , " 1870-80

I
Although the canal had been opened to traffic in August
1869, considerable heavy work, primarily sloping off the
banks and dredging, remained to be done. The urgency of the
former was stressed in a March 1870 letter from McNab (now a
civil engineer with the Department of Public Works, Halifax)
to the Secretary of the Department of Public Works in
Ottawa. McNab informed the latter that a large boulder had
rolled down the slope and struck the west retaining wall
creating a breach 8 ft. deep, 11.5 ft. wide at the top, and
4 ft. wide at the bottom of the wall.
The steep slopes had
created other problems also. Heavy autumn rains and winter
frosts had brought earth and mud slides down the
embankments, causing the tow path to collapse and forming
shoals in the canal bottom. The situation had deteriorated
so badly that the first lockmaster, William M. Kavanagh,
wrote in February 1871 that "it is at the greatest risk and
danger that the crews can tow their vessels through, some
2
having to wait for high tide."
Departmental approval was given to McNab's estimates
for slope work in the spring of 1871 and public tenders were
called for. A contract (renewed in 1872) for the removal of
boulders, levelling and seeding of the slopes, was awarded
to W.M. Kavanagh, the lockmaster. By 27 June 1873,
$11,084.38 had been spent on this work and an estimated sum
of $1,368.28 was needed to complete it.
A number of factors - the unexpectedly high cost of the
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St. Peter's Canal, the debate over railways vs. canals which
had exercised Nova Scotian politicians, the politically
motivated charges of mismanagement and patronage flung about
in the 1850s and 1860s - led many to question the canal's
value. McNab was not one of these. In a letter to his
Ottawa office, he listed the indirect benefits that had
already accrued to the inhabitants of Isle Madame, a
populous island less than a mile from the Atlantic entrance
to the canal. Before the canal's opening, the price of
staples such as firewood had ranged from $3.50 to $4.00 in
the island's markets. The shorter trip made possible by the
canal, from the Bras d'Or Lakes to Isle Madame,
substantially reduced the price of firewood to $2.00 to
$2.50, which, over a year's consumption, averaged out to
considerable savings for the island's inhabitants. Similar
savings were expected in other staples such as coal.
On 15 March 1870 the Honourable Edward Kenny, M.P.,
drafted a letter to the Privy Council.
I am sorry to tell you that our canal is
falling in....I fear even our fishing craft
will not get through before long, unless it is
dredged - as it will fill up fast - when the
wall goes. It was bad enough to have it too
narrow but it will be much worse to have it
useless after all the cost.
McNab challenged these claims and reported only minor damage
to the walls by earth slides. The depth and width of the
canal, he found "to be sufficient for the majority of
vessels passing through the canal," with "ample draught at
high tide for all other vessels."
Six months later, McNab
had to reverse his position. In a letter to his superiors
he noted that even with the enlargement of the width by 4
ft., from 22 ft. to 26 ft., "it is now found that both width
and depth are insufficient to meet the requirements of the
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shipping engaged in the rapidly increasing trade in this
section of the province."
Between 1871 and 1873, Cape Breton members of
Parliament lobbied successfully for consideration of the
Q

canal's enlargement.
Instructions were sent out to McNab
and he was requested to submit an estimte of the cost of
enlarging the canal. On 4 April 1873 McNab reported that
9
the work would cost an estimated $200,000.
(This included
an addition of ten feet to the width and a new lock 200 ft.
long, 36 ft. wide and 21 ft. deep.) The work consisted of
rebuilding the lock to accommodate vessels of 1,000 tons
burden, rebuilding the west abutment of the swing bridge and
a portion of the retaining wall, and the removal of earth
and rock from the west side of the canal for a width of 10
ft. Two coffer dams at either end of the canal, the
continuous use of two steam pumps to keep the cut dry, and
dredging to add 8 ft. to the depth of the channel would also
be necessary.
McNab did not limit his remarks to the canal works. In
his lengthy report he attempted to justify the new
expend i tures.
It is not to be supposed that the revenue
derivable from this work would afford any
direct return for the capital invested in its
construction. This, however, is not the only
consideration to be thought of in estimating
the value of a work of this kind. Its interest
in promoting and expanding the trade of the
country would probably much more than
compensate for its cost, and when viewed in the
same light as government works usually are,
there is little doubt that the indirect benefit
it would afford the general public would prove
of far greater value than any direct return in
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the shape of interest.
The widening of the canal to accommodate the traffic of the
area held out five advantages in McNab's view:
1) The shipping season would be prolonged from
three to five weeks annually....
2) It would enable vessels to avoid Scatterie
and other points which taken together form the
most dangerous navigation on the coast of Cape
Breton, and by so doing would ensure the safety
of life and property
3) In reducing the risks attending vessels it
would have the effect of lowering freights and
insurance, and a great saving would also
annually be secured to vessels in their sails
and rigging by inland navigation parallel with
the sea coast for sixty-five miles
4) It would open up the interior of the island
and by equalizing prices would place it on a
par with the seaboard, and many valuable
industries would also in time be developed
5) The crown lands situated near the shores of
the lake would be more eagerly sought for, and
immigration would thereby be encouraged.
The Department of Public Works studied McNab's report but
did not consider it feasible to undertake any changes in the
canal works in the year 1873. They did however, accept the
need for these changes.

II
In January 1874 Henry F. Perley, now the superintendent
engineer of the Department of Public Works, St. John, New
Brunswick, was instructed to survey the site with a view to
having the canal enlarged. Perley was already familiar with
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the canal site, having made the 1864 survey of St. Peter's
Canal. His report opened with a criticism of the earlier
construction work, particularly of the steep angle of the
slopes, the failure to build an obstruction to prevent
material from falling into the canal, the abrupt turn about
200 ft. north of the lock, the rocky sides which hindered
the passage of most vessels and the construction of a canal
the capacity of which was limited to vessels of 150 tons.12
To rectify this situation, Perley proposed a canal
width at water line of 50 ft. and a new lock 200 ft. by 50
ft. The depth of the canal cut and lock would be 15 ft.
except at the entrances, where it would be 18 ft. He
recommended that retaining walls of wood backfilled with
stone, as in the existing canal, be built where there was no
rock, but this time extended along the entire cut. These
would replace the stone walls built along the first canal,
which had already cracked in several spots. This work
would, it was hoped, reduce to a minimum earth excavation
and the danger of slides. The plans also called for an
ent irely new lock chamber to be constructed in "dry dock" to
the west of the existing lock, then linked to the original
cut near the rock face of the old canal.
Perley was convinced of the importance of the canal to
the trade of Cape Breton and the fishing interests of the
St. Lawrence. The improvements, he assured the Department
of Public Works, would attract coal, lumber, timber and
plaster vessels through the canal. Steamers running from
Port Hawksbury, the end of the railway, and schooners
heading into the Bras d'Or Lakes would also take advantage
of the opportunity afforded by a wider and deeper canal.13
Perley's estimate totalled $258,049 (later revised to
$259,728). Under the pressure of monthly reports
documenting the deterioration of retaining walls and the
accumulation of debris on the canal bottom, the department
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finally approved Perley's revised estimate of the cost of
the improvement works. On 29 March 1875, public tenders,
with a closing date of 5 April 1875, for the widening and
deepening of St. Peter's Canal were called for. The lowest
of 20 tenders received for the project was that of Mr. S.P.
Tuck for $250,408.20. This was considerably less than that
of the highest bid for $406,647.50.14
In the interim, between advertising the initial
contract and the acceptance of a tender, however, Department
of Public Works officials in Ottawa decided to scrap the
Perley proposal and replace it with a modified version. The
new specifications called for a lock 200 ft. by 36 ft. with
14 ft. on the sills, as compared to the initial contract
which had planned for a lock 200 ft. by 50 ft. by 15 ft.
The new tenders were to be submitted before 6 July 1875.
Tuck again submitted the lowest bid of $203,080.95, which
was slightly lower than the revised departmental sum of
$210,470.00 estimated for the work by Perley.15
On 26 July 1875 the $75,000 was voted by Parliament for
the work. On 9 August Tuck deposited the necessary $10,000
security for completion of the contract in the form of ten
$1,000 New Brunswick Railway Corporation bonds. On 6
September 1875 the contract was signed.16
Before the end of September 1875 the contractor arrived
on site to commence operations when a land dispute arose
which delayed the start of the improvement works. In
letters to Perley and Alexander Mackenzie, the Minister of
Public Works, Tuck reported that a Mr. Handley, who owned
lands adjacent to the canal property at the south entrance,
had threatened him with court action for trespassing on his
property.17 Tuck refused to place hmself in a position
where he could be taken to court, and suspended his work
until either the government expropriated the area or
guarantees were made to him by the resident engineer to
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cover any subsequent court act ion. The superintendent
engineer countered with his own claims that he had sectioned
-1 Q

off safe areas of work and had provided access to them.
He further warned Tuck that any delay in the work or costs
resulting therefrom would be the contractor's
responsibility.
This was not a good beginning, and the relationship
between Tuck and Perley continued to sour. The contractor
claimed that no site was provided by the engineer for the
lockmaster's house. Tuck had let out a sub-contract in
September 1875 for the purpose of building the dwelling, but
the agent was unable to proceed with the work until the
resident engineer had marked out the site. Perley dismissed
Tuck's statements as "false" and replied in a letter to the
chief engineer that Mr. Tuck was "somewhat forward in
preparing for future contingencies and appears to exhibit a
greater amount of energy and zeal in doing so, than in the
legitimate prosecution of his work."19
Their disagreement
was eventually resolved, and a site was assigned for the
lockmaster's house in February 1876.
The contractor had just commenced excavat ing the canal
cut when once again the size of the canal was altered. In
May 1876, information on the cost of all additional work
involved in the widening of the canal from 36 ft. to 48 ft.
was requested from Tuck by Perley's office. Tuck replied
with an estimate of $39,544.75. The resident engineer found
this amount "fair" and "equitable" and suggested that the
department accept the offer.20
Three weeks later, the Privy
Council approved the grant and a supplementary clause was
added to the contract, which raised its total cost to
$242,625.70. 2 1
In less than one year the width of the canal had been
lowered from 50 ft. to 36 ft. and subsequently raised to 48
ft. No borings or surveys had been taken during that time.
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The resident engineer had not recommended the alterations.
The approval, in principle, to widen St. Peter's Canal and
the choice of 50 ft. as its width, had been made by the
government of John A. Macdonald.

The contract was awarded

to Tuck and the width of the canal reduced under the Liberal
government.

A virulent attack by Conservative M.P.s in the

House of Commons forced the government to reconsider this
22
position and initiate steps to widen the canal.
A third alteration in the specifications was suggested
in October 1876 by Mr. McRae, M.L.A.

In a letter to the

Minister of Public Works, McRae recommended a canal depth of
23
18 ft. to 20 ft.
This change had two advantages: first,
the depth of the canal cut and lock chamber would permit
greater use of the 24-ft. depth in the St. Peter's Bay
approach, and second, the deepening of the canal while the
contractor had his machinery on the site would economize on
cost and avoid unnecessary duplication of procedure.

This

suggest ion was not acted upon.
The following spring Perley asked for a final
clarification of the department's position on the canal's
planned depth.

His remarks were occasioned by the progress

of the excavation, which had reached the point where the
foundation timbers for the western retaining wall would soon
be set.

Spurred by pressure in the Commons, and aware of

the fact that changes made at this stage in the work would
be cheaper than changes effected at a later date, the
departmental secretary

(or, in modern terms the deputy

minister) instructed the contractor and Perley to quote
prices on a proposal to deepen the canal to 18 ft.
The two submissions arrived in Ottawa in July 1877.
They differed noticeably on several

items.

higher prices for earth and rock excavation.

23

Tuck quoted
This was to be

expected, due to the different nature of the material to be
removed, and Perley found no objection to the higher prices
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and included them in his estimate which brought the cost of
the work to $67,704.30 above the original contract price of
$242,625.70 making for a total of $310,330.00 (the total
included 5 per cent for superintendence and small
contingencies).

However, Perley did challenge Tuck's claim

that the new prices should be applied to all earth and rock
excavated after 31 May 1877 and "to the whole quantities of
the items of work

[such as dredging, timber and masonry] to

be affected thereby," as reflected
$323,181.70.

in Tuck's bid of

This was $80,577.70 more than the original

contract price of $242,625.70.

Moreover, when additional

costs and superintendence were added to Tuck's bid the total
came to $341,107.00.

Perley described this figure as "far

too burdensome."
The government's rejection of Tuck's prices was relayed
to the contractor in July 1877.
adamant.

The contractor remained

He refused to accept the government's prices,

arguing that they were insufficient to undertake the
proposed work.

The deadlock resulted

in Perley's warning

Tuck that termination of the contract would be the
consequence, if he did not accept changes in the contract.
Tuck declined to give in to the threat.

27

In early September

1877 all work came to a stop when the workmen walked off the
site protesting the non-payment of wages. Perley

immediately

told Tuck that he must renew operations within two weeks (27
September) or clause three of the contract, terminating the
agreement, would be invoked.

The contractor ignored

Perley's warning and the latter terminated the contract.
On 6 October 1877, the Minister of Justice
Perley's closure as legal.
renew the work.

interpreted

The engineer moved quickly to

He notified Mr. Tuck's backers in New

Brunswick of his action.

Orders were forwarded to the

resident engineer, Mr. Milledge, "to take charge of the
works at the canal and the materials supplied for the job."
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Departmental employees at the site were placed under
Milledge's supervision and instructed to keep the canal free
of water. A letter was also drafted to Ottawa urging the
immediate reletting of the contract to avoid any further
28
delay and higher prices.
Mr. Tuck had not been idle. In St. John, New
Brunswick, he had met with his financial backers to clarify
his position. Two results came from this meeting. First,
Tuck declared himself "temporarily embarassed" financially.
Second, the contractor and his backers assigned their
contract to Mr. James T. Kennedy of St. John, New Brunswick.29
Once the Department of Public Works had received Kennedy's
acceptance of the government prices and the necessary
security had been posted, Privy Council approval was
requested and granted on 14 February 1878, confirming the
reassignment of the contract.30

Ill
The inhabitants of Richmond County, Cape Breton, took
advantage of the suspension of work during the contract
dispute to press for additional modifications. 3 1 In a
petition bearing the signatures of 125 citizens addressed to
C.P. Flynn, M.P. for Arichat, Flynn was urged to pressure
the Department of Public Works into extending the length of
the lock. Two hundred feet, they argued, was not
proportionate with the width and depth of the proposed lock
and would not allow for steamers to pass through. They also
suggested the building of stone retaining walls and metal
lock gates to counter the ravages of marine insects.
Flynn forwarded an introductory letter and the petition
to the Department of Public Works. The letter was returned
to Perley for comment. The engineer estimated the cost of
the proposals at $18,000, raising the total cost to
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$323,872. But at the same time he cautioned his superiors
32
to reconsider implementing the changes.
Perley did not think there was sufficient reason to
lengthen the lock from 200 ft. to 250 ft.

His study of

vessel dimensions in the dominion registry published by the
Department of Marine and Fisheries indicated that the length
of the lock chamber, as planned, was proportionate to its
width and depth and the majority of vessels using the canal
could easily pass through. In the steamer class he showed
that most "paddle" and "screw" steamers of the type
belonging to the Prince Edward Island Navigation Company
could pass through the canal. The few that were too large
for a 200 ft. lock would already be restricted from use of
St. Peter's canal by its 18 ft. depth. A ship of 1,500 tons
would be 190 ft. in length and would draw, when loaded, 22
ft., putting it well over the canal limits. Ships of
smaller tonnage would have no trouble passing. The average
size of a ship in lockage between 1871-76 was 36.5 tons.
The planned dimensions would allow six vessels of this size
to be locked through at once. Since the size of vessels
using the canal would probably change little in the 1880s,
Perley argued that the planned dimensions were adequate.33
The petition for stone rather than timber retaining
walls was viewed with similar disfavour. The specifications
called for about 6,000 cubic yds. of retaining wall with an
underwater surface of 17,000 superficial feet. The plan to
construct these walls of timber was questioned by the local

i n h a b i t a n t s , who feared the e f f e c t s of sea worm on timber
works. Perley was familiar with the sea worm's
destructiveness, but he did not consider the matter a
serious problem. His experience in other works of this
nature indicated that the exterior of wooden structures was
very apt to be ravaged, but there was little evidence of
serious structural damage to or instability in timber works
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from the action of these worms. Nevertheless, a plan was to
be implemented to offset the damages. What Perley proposed
was to add sheathing to the submerged face of the timber
walls. These walls had a solid face of timber, which was
bolted to a timber crib that extended 10 ft. back into the
slope. To insure the stability of the crib and wall, the
crib had been filled with earth and stone. Deals,
previously soaked in a mixture of coal tar, carbolic acid
and arsenic, were to be used to face all submerged timbers.
This protective method operated on the principle that the
sea worm would penetrate only the sheathing and remain in
it, not passing through to the inner works. This process
added a mere $2,250 to the $9,900 estimated cost of timber
walls as compared to the $45,000 for stone walls. 4
A similar course of action was proposed for the lock
gates. Wrought iron gates were disposed of (on account of
expense and vulnerability to salt water) in favour of wooden
structures. The gates would be covered with a bottom coat
of felt soaked with the solution. To this would be added an
outer coat of sheating treated with the same acidic
solution. This method, Perley believed, would extend the
life-span of the gates 20 years. 3 5
The work resumed in the spring of 1878 and was carried
forward by Kennedy, in conjunction with George E.
McLaughlin, a civil engineer responsible for drawing up work
plans during Perley's absence. By October 1878 most of the
earth excavation was completed and one-third of the rock had
been removed. The west retaining wall had been started
along the entire cut and in some places had been raised to
its maximum height. The lock foundation was set, a timber
floor was placed and masonry work had commenced on the walls
using sandstone from the Wallace, Nova Scotia, quarries.
The components of the lock gates had arrived and were
assembled on site.
The completion date was extended from
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November 1878 t o the f a l l of 1879 then l a t e r to the spring
of 1880. In October 1880 the c a n a l , closed s i n c e 1876, was
reopened to t r a f f i c , with i t s dimensinons r e p o r t e d at
Length
2,400 f t .
Number of locks
1 (4 pair of gates)
Length between quoins
200 ft.
Width at water surface
49.5 ft.
Depth of w a t e r on s i l l s

18

ft.

Width a t b o t t o m
Width a t w a t e r s u r f a c e

46 f t .
55 f t .

37
Depth of w a t e r
19 f t .
The f i n a l c o s t of Tuck and K e n n e d y ' s c o n t r a c t s amounted
$335,453.91.
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The Age of t h e S c h o o n e r ,

1880-1900

I
The canal at St. Peter's was re-opened for navigation on 6
October 1880. Ice conditions forced its closure for the
winter on 26 December 1880 and it remained closed until 23
April 1881. In its first full year of opeation (1870) 507
vessels passed through its lock.
In 1873 the number
increased to 698, then dropped to 676 in 1874.
Restrictions on steamer and brigantine traffic, particularly
the former, led to the 1876-80 improvements. Those who had
argued for such improvements on the grounds that the canal
would be more heavily used were proved correct for in the
decade following the widening and the deepening of the canal
the number of annual passages averaged well over 1,000
vessels (see Appendix A, Table 2 ) .

II
The increase in traffic brought new problems. Vessels
approaching the swing bridge at the lake entrance had to
reduce speed to allow the bridge to open. Prevailing
northwest or northeast winds could push the vessels against
the unprotected sides of the canal entrance. Sidewheel
steamers in particular were constantly in danger of scraping
the canal walls with their fenders as a result of strong
cross winds at the canal entrances or being forced close to
the walls on the canal sides. At high water a vessel's
bumpers frequently edged over the top of and onto the
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3
retaining wall, damaging both the steamer and the wall.
The lockmaster related these problems to Perley, who
proposed in March 1883 that a pier 330 ft. long be built on
the east side of the lake entrance.
It would be 14 ft.
wide on top over a distance of 130 ft., and 20 ft. wide over
the remaining 200 ft. The top of the pier would be 6 ft.
above the level of the lake. The pier was to be of timber,
close faced, with a back of round timber and the face
sheathed in the manner of other timber works. The pier
would be supplemented by floating "fenders" of spruce
chained along the canal walls. The estimate allocated
$11,000 for the pier and $3,000 for the floating bumpers.
Privy Council approval was granted for these works and
on 4 September 1883 tenders were called for. Only two bids
were received, one from Alexander Beaton and Finlay McDonald
from Mabou, Nova Scotia for $11,684.50 and the other from
Hugh McDonald and C. Wallace Moffat, contractors from
Sydney, for $11,538.
The pier work was begun by Moffat and
McDonald early in 1884 and was finished late in the season
at a cost of $12,385.10.
The associated work of raising the towpath on the east
and west side walls at the lake entrance to an average
height of 7 ft. and at the Atlantic entrance to 2 ft. was
done by day labour. Supervision of this work and
distribution of the $5,000 voted by Parliament was the task
of the resident engineer.
The problem of the fenders was
temporarily solved by experimenting with hanging fenders.
These fenders were composed of local "withes" bound into
bundles, then hung on the rock sides of the canal cut. The
fenders were flexible enough to yield to pressure when
struck by a vessel and they recovered their shape after
contact.
However, these fenders proved too expensive and
were later dropped in favour of wooden hanging fenders.
The 1880s witnessed numerous improvements to the canal
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works. 8 In 1884 wharfing was constructed on both sides of
the southern entrance. The wharfs were built of hemlock
timber laid close-faced, with cross and longitudinal ties of
round timber. The cribs were filled with quarried stone and
covered with clay and gravel. The faces were sheathed with
hemlock deals, previously coated with a preparation of tar
and acid devised by Perley. That same year the "Haulover
Road" on top of the western slope was extended to the ocean
and patched up, and the following season a road was built
from the lock to St. Peter's village. In 1885 the retaining
wall on the west side of the Atlantic entrance, damaged by
sea-worms, was torn down and rebuilt.
In 1888 a periodic examination by divers found the
Q

locks s t i l l in good c o n d i t i o n .
Only minor r e p a i r s and
r e p l a c e m e n t s were n e c e s s a r y to g a t e chains and toe r o l l e r s ,
as well as to some of the face s t o n e s which were chipped or
broken at the j o i n t s and c o r n e r s . The underwater t e s t s were
not so p r o m i s i n g . The m i t r e s i l l s of the o u t e r and inner
g a t e s at the south end of the lock were found to be badly
worm-eaten. D e t e r i o r a t i o n at a l e s s advanced s t a g e had
begun in the p l a t f o r m s under the r o l l e r segments on both the
n o r t h and south g a t e s . The m i t r e s i l l s of the o u t e r g a t e at
the n o r t h end r e v e a l e d s i g n s of weakening, but the inner
g a t e was r e p o r t e d sound by the d i v e r s . The toe r o l l e r s and
c a s t i n g s were in need of replacement a l s o .
In 1890 Henry F. P e r l e y submitted h i s f i n a l r e p o r t on
the canal works.
He o u t l i n e d the work done in the
p r e v i o u s decade and recommended t h a t $39,300.00 be
a p p r o p r i a t e d f o r upcoming r e p a i r s . His f i r s t item, t h e
r e t a i n i n g w a l l s , had been c o n s t r u c t e d in 1877-80 of 1 2 - i n .
squared hemlock cut d u r i n g the w i n t e r of 1875-76. They were
c l o s e - f a c e d with c r o s s and l o n g i t u d i n a l t i e s of round
t i m b e r , then b a c k f i l l e d with q u a r r i e d s t o n e . The
below-water timber was s h e a t h e d .
In 1890 t h e e a s t wall was
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reported "solid," but the west wall was found to be in need
of renewing. An examination of the above-water timber in
1888 had revealed that the proportion of unsound timber had
increased from 10 per cent in 1886 to 25 per cent in that
year. Fully 50 per cent of the backwall timbers at the
southern entrance had decayed also. The replacements for
the damaged t
imbers, first considered four years earlier but
postponed on account of the high cost, were to be installed
for a length of 400 ft. Cedar was to be substituted for
hemlock and the height of the wall raised 2 ft. to obviate
the placing of guards and fenders. The estimated cost of
reconstructing the entire west wall was $37,500.
The report allocated $1,200 to the swing bridge. By
1890 the oak frame was in need of renewal, patching of the
floor covering and upper structure was necessary, and the
small stone abutment on the west side needed rebuilding as a
result of the gradual movement of the superstructure towards
the bridge. Minor repairs to the lock operating mechanism
and wheel floor castings rounded out Perley's 1890 estimate.

Ill
While pondering Perley's 1890 report the Department ordered
construction of a wharf at the Atlantic entrance to
accommodate increased freight (primarily fish, coal, lumber
and flour) loaded and unloaded at the canal entrances. In
1889 Perley had proposed the construction of a small wharf
at the lake entrance costing approximately $12,000.12 The
Department opted for a wharf on the west side of the south
entrance and advertised for tenders in January 1891. By the
deadline, five tenders had been received, three from Nova
Scotia, one from Ottawa, and one from Dorchester, New
Brunswick. The contract was awarded to Archibald McKinnon,
a Nova Scotian, at the price of $ 14,456. 50.13
The work
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commenced in the fall of 1891 and by June 1892 a timber
wharf 247 ft. long, 20 ft. wide on top, 28.5 ft. high and
with a depth of 18.5 ft. at low tide had been finished.
Sheathing and back filling with earth and stone brought the
final price to $12,975.28.U
The tone of Perley's 1890 report was picked up by his
successor, William McCarthy, in 1891. McCarthy warned the
Department that earth slides through the west side retaining
wall had created several shoals in the canal bottom, which
threatened to close the canal to navigation in the near
future.
On 6 May 1891 McCarthy forwarded working plans
and an estimate of $34,084.78 for the same works described
by Perley in 1890. The price difference was dismissed
because of the new engineer's unfamiliarity with local
prices.
In July 1891 the department approved, with some
modifications, the repair work recommended by Perley and
i£

McCarthy.
The rebuilding of the west wall was postponed,
and instead McCarthy was directed to proceed with the
sloping of the ground from towpath level to the top of the
slope. Little delay was encountered. McCarthy employed a
force of six foremen, 150 labourers, 50 horses and three
mechanics. The material, principally hard clay, was removed
from the top with horses and carts and from the bottom with
dump carts running on light steel rails. The sloping work
was pushed through the summer and fall until the winter
freeze up halted earth work.
In April 1892 the repair work resumed with the removal
of 1,650 ft. of west retaining wall and approximately 50,000
cubic yd. of clay backfill. The towpath was renewed and the
wall replaced in cedar from 1 ft. below water level to a
height of 2 ft. above the old wall. The expected life span
of the new structure was 20 years.
The western abutment of the swingbridge received major
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repairs in 1891. In the late 1880s, because the bridge had
been built on a loose rock foundation, the west abutment had
begun to split with the frost. This movement crowded the
bridge to such an extent that the resident engineer had to
cut pieces of wood from the ends of the bridge to allow its
opening in the spring. The abutment was torn down and
rebuilt on a solid masonry foundation and 3 ft. were added
18
to the new structure.
The majority of the repairs were completed by the end
of 1893. Items of work remaining were repairs to the lock
gates and operating machinery. The trouble in the lock
chamber had originated from the wooden lock floor. The gate
design used at St. Peter's required a solid foundation, if
the gates were to operate smoothly. A roller, fixed to the
toe of the lock gates, and controlled manually from a crab
mechanism on the lock coping, slid back and forth on a steel
casting spiked to the floor of the lock. In his annual
report of 1893, McCarthy reported that the underwater
portion of the lock, particularly the mitre sills and part
of the lock flooring on the two ends upon which these gate
castings rested, were badly worm-eaten. The consequence of
this was that the castings were all more or less broken or
out of line. The rollers refused to turn smoothly, thereby
imposing a strain on the winches and chains which they were
not capable of sustaining for any lengthy period. This
malfunction forced the use of four to five men on a single
winch, used to operate the gate, instead of the normal two
„„ 19
m
men.
McCarthy had a l s o r e p o r t e d t h a t the lock g a t e s were in
bad c o n d i t i o n .
He found them "more o r l e s s " worm-eaten from
the bottom t o low w a t e r l e v e l .

Structural

damage at

the

c o l l a r had been i n f l i c t e d by t h e e x t r a s t r a i n causd by
unevenness and t h e g e n e r a l l y poor c o n d i t i o n of the t r a c k
c a s t i n g s on which t h e g a t e s r a n .
The s i t u a t i o n had
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deteriorated so badly that some of the gates would not
mitre-close and the mitre sills, especially at the northern
end, were so "honey-combed" by the sea worms that the danger
of their break-away was "imminent." To repair these
conditions, the only plan McCarthy considered viable was to
dewater the lock chamber and to completely rebuild the gates
20
with creosoted timber.
While this major operation was still in the planning
stage, McCarthy was forced into unexpected work on the
centre pier of the swing bridge. Settlement of the
centre-pier foundation, placed in 1855-56, had been more
than anticipated, and when the process continued, the
engineer supervised the removal of the pier to the level of
the spring of its arch and its rebuilding in approved
hydraulic cement. As usual with minor works of this nature,
day labour was employed to do the work after the navigation
season in order to avoid any obstruction to vessels passing
21
through the canal.
On 15 December 1894 the canal was closed for major
repairs. It was to be reopened on 1 May 1895. The work to
be done included the renewal of the lock gates, mitre sills
and timber flooring of the lock. Prior to the closing of
the canal tenders for this work had been called for. Five
bids were received, two from mainland Nova Scotia, one from
22
Cape Breton and two from Ontario.
The contract, No.
11,895, was awarded to S.P. Donoghue from Antigonish, Nova
Scotia, at a cost of $39,000.
Even before the contract was signed on 19 December
1894, the preparatory work of shipping in the plant
machinery and acquiring the construction materials had
begun. By early April 90 per cent of the material was on
site, coffer dams at both ends of the lock were in place and
23
..
the draining of the lock had begun.
The draining
operation was formidable. It involved pumping out over
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2,000,000 imperial gallons of water with a head of 26 ft.
water and a 7 ft. tide at the Atlantic end of the canal and
24
a 20 ft. head of water at the lake end.
On 29 March 1895, using one 7 in. centrifugal pump,
Donoghue commenced the draining of the lock chamber.
Despite throwing about 2,500 gallons per minute, Donoghue
failed to achieve his objective. On 6 April, after another
42 hours of continuous pumping, the contractor reported that
he had moved out a quantity of water double the amount the
lock dimensions contained, yet he had only reduced the level
21 in. below low tide.

He concluded, after examining his

own coffer dams, that "the manner of the construction of the
lock was at fault."

Three deficiencies in the makeup of the

lock chamber were identified by Donoghue to support this
conclusion.
1) The lock walls built of mortar and stone had no cement or
mortar between the beds and joints of stone in many places
for a depth of 2 ft. or more from the face of the stone;
2) the puddle clay, 3 ft. wide on the west side and 4 ft. on
the east side lock walls, called for in the lock
specifications of 1876 were omitted;
3) the lock walls were built on top of a plank floor, whose
planks run longitudinally under walls from end to end,
permitting water to seep through the joints. 25
The failure to have the floor joints caulked and the damage
done to the wooden floor by sea worms led Donoghue to
emphasize the third possibility as the most likely weakness.
McCarthy was not as quick to condemn the earlier
methods of construction. His solution to the problem was to
build clay-puddle dams outside the coffer dams which had
been built by the contractor. This would counter the leaks
which McCarthy believed existed in the coffer dams. In
anticipation of this development, a contingency plan for
clay-puddle dams had been included in the original version
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of the contract.

McCarthy wanted this clause invoked and

the contractor ordered to build the puddle dams.
refused to accept McCarthy's plan.

Donoghue

He maintained that his

dams were sturdy and prepared for his third attempt at
27
draining.

'

Convinced that the construction of the lock

walls was at fault, the contractor remained pessimistic, and
on 10 April he informed McCarthy verbally that if the third
attempt to drain the lock chamber was unsuccessful he would
28
abandon the work as impractical.
On 13 April a second pump, shipped

in from Halifax,

with a capacity of 3,500 gallons per minute was turned on.
After using both pumps and throwing 6,000 gallons per minute
for several hours, the water level receded only a few
inches.

Donoghue notified McCarthy that he considered his

obligations under the contract complete.

His dams, he

reported, were sturdy, he dismissed the use of puddle dams
as a "waste of money," and he reiterated that the problem
lay in the methods of constructing the 1876 lock.

The work

came to a stop while Donoghue awaited the department's
response to his request that Public Works pay the cost of
29
repairing the present lock before he drained the chamber.
A telegram of 14 April and a letter of 19 April from
the chief engineer, C. Schreiber, to McCarthy supported the
conractor's case.

The chief engineer agreed that water

probably passed under the lock walls and up through the
timber floor.

This condition had occurred during all

draining contracts attempted on the St. Lawrence canals,
where the locks were built on artificial foundations.
Schreiber suggested the probable course of action would be
to construct sheet pile dams around the ends of the lock
walls, by cutting through the timber cribs and retaining
wall.

This was to be done only after the government

engineer had attempted to locate the leaks.
On 20 April 1895 McCarthy was instructed to expedite
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the work by day labour and to submit a report every two
days. Prices of labour were to be equivalent to local
rates. The contractor was given the option to remain on
site and proceed with the work or withdraw. Whatever
Donoghue's decision, his plant equipment had to remain on
31
site under the supervision of the resident engineer.
Donoghue refused the department's offer and on 24 April 1895
the government took possession of the work at an estimated
additional cost of $7,000. The work to be done consisted of
cutting with marine divers through two heavy cribs on the
Atlantic end and through one heavy crib and a 4-ft.-deep
stone wall on the lake end. This cut would allow McCarthy
to lay a double row of sheet piles from solid ground on one
32
side of the canal to solid ground on the other side.
After earth and stone had been placed between the rows of
piles, the draining operation could proceed.
Before the renewal of pumping, the divers were sent
down to examine the contractor's coffer dams. They were
pronounced tight. The obvious conclusion was that water was
leaking through the wooden floor or passing through the lock
wall on the east side from the filled-in cut of the old
canal. The placement of sheet pile dams to rectify this
situation was a major task. From the front of the crib to
solid ground on the Atlantic side, the crib reached back 34
ft. on the west side and 25 ft. on the east side, 18 ft. of
which was heavy cribwork filled with stones and clay. At
the lake end there was at least 25 ft. of crib on the west
side, 18 ft. of which was heavy cribwork. On the east side
there was a heavy stone wall extending back over 12 ft. and
20 ft. in depth. There was also a large quantity of heavy
stones and timber outside the cribs on the east side that
33

had to be removed.
The work force included five to seven marine divers,
approximately 40 men on pump derricks, attendants to divers,
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engineers, mechanics, foremen, labourers on the donkey
engines, blacksmiths, carpenters, pile drivers and
teamsters. The head foreman was Donoghue, who stayed at St.
Peter's to oversee the use of his expensive (and very
scarce) heavy plant equipment. At the lake end, a steam
shovel, powered by a wood-burning donkey engine, lifted the
rubble into cars or tubs that were pushed along tracks to a
dump site. At the Atlantic end, derricks operated by horse
power lifted the material from the canal bottom. Manual
labour was employed to cart away the mud, timber and rock by
34
means of carts and wheelbarrows.
As the works progressed, trouble flared up between
Donoghue and McCarthy. The contractor believed he had not
received adequate compensation for the work he had completed
before 24 April 1895. In a letter to the Minister of
Justice he claimed that he had not defaulted on his
obligations in the contract, but that the delays and default
were the government's failing. Also, he charged McCarthy
with misleading his superior officers, withholding payment
of his estimates and gross neglect and incompetence in the
superintendence of the canal. 35 He demanded a government
investigation into the "bungling" of all aspects of the 1895
operation from the surveys to the time estimated to repair
the works. Despite coverage in provincial newspapers and
claims of "scandal" and political patronage, the department
defended McCarthy's position and allowed the issue to
smolder in the background until it dissipated.
The work on the clay puddle dams continued past the
reopening deadline and into June. In mid-July the pumps
were turned on again, once the dams were completed.

Two

serious leaks were encountered. One was from the 1854 lock,
which ran parallel to the 1876 lock, and the other was from
a defect in the crib built on the western side, where the
37
water entered between the crib and the lock wall.
These
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leaks added 90,000 gallons of water per hour and forced the
erection of a tank on the inside of the crib at the lake end
to facilitate draining.
The pumping operations were successful and McCarthy set
about the task of renewing and repairing damaged or worn
structures. In August the old gate bars, mitre sills and
worn plank flooring were torn out by horse-powered derricks.
The damaged lockgates were replaced by new gates, built on
site with creosoted pitch pine procured from a New York
firm, the Lehigh Valley Creosoting Works. Two blacksmiths
repaired some of the lock lifting bars, chains, sheaves and
winches, removed gate irons from the old gates, replaced the
irons on the new gates, and refined iron parts for these
same gates. In late October the new gates were lowered into
place by derricks and by 8 November 1895 the canal was
reopened.
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Canal Realignment: 20th Century Change, 1900-20

I
On 6 December 1897 J.H. Devereux succeeded John D. Matheson
as lockmaster and collector of tolls.

The responsibility

for the minor repairs and the daily operation and
administration of the canal were among his many duties.

So

burdensome was the lockmaster's task that an inspecting
engineer, William Kingsford, on a tour of St. Peter's Canal
in May 1897, recommended the appointment of additional
labour to assist the lockmaster and his two helpers.

The

following extract, taken from the lockmaster's annual report
of 1898 outlining the extensive nature of his work,
supported Kingsford's comment:
1)

Repairing sheave in wall at N.W. corner of
lock by diver and removing loose stones on
bot torn

2)

3)

Placing 7 mooring posts at N.E. entrance
do

1

do

N.E. end of lock

do

4

do

S.W. entrance

Taking up mooring chains and anchor, and
placing new buoy on same at N. entrance

4)

Building fender east side of canal, 100 ft.
above bridge, 100 ft. long; also cribwork
40 ft. long

5)

Renewing fenders at 200 ft. S. on bridge on
east side, for 100 ft. and placing 40
anchor pieces

6)

Building a shelter house for bridge men,
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size of building 12 x 8 x 7 ft.
7)

Bought one spare chain for lock gate of 95
ft.
8) Removing loose stone on slope east side of
canals
9) Removing loose rock and debris at foot of
slope on east side
10) Renewing 11 new hanging fenders, 7 on west
side and 4 on east side
11)
12)

Cleaning out and painting waiting room
Cleaning out, placing new stairs, door, and
stove pipe to loft for lockroom
13) Placing one pump for lockmaster's house
14) Building new fence, repairing old one
around the government property, and
whitewashing same
15) Repairing the government barn thoroughly,
and whitewashing and painting doors of same
16) Painting hall in lock house, papering four
rooms, and renewing plaster upstairs
17) Whitewashing the government warehouse,
painting casing and doors
18) Repairing a wharf, but did not have
sufficient appropriation to make a complete
job
19) The St. Peter's Canal as a whole is in fair
condition with the exception of some of the
old wooden work on east side, which is very
rotten and likely to fill in the canal at
anyt ime
20) The operation of St. Peter's Canal is in
very good condition, the bridge will want
new covering early next spring, the old one
will do for the present patching it up
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o c c a s i o n a l l y , i t w i l l a l s o want p a i n t i n g ;
lock house w i l l r e q u i r e p a i n t i n g , a l s o some
repa i r s .
This work was done in s p a r e moments between t h e r o u t i n e
s u p e r v i s i o n of l o c k i n g , opening t h e d r a w b r i d g e , c o l l e c t i n g
and r e c o r d i n g t h e r o l l s and p r e p a r i n g work r e p o r t s for the
department's engineers.

II
The decade and a half after 1896 was characterized by a
marked reduction in the government's expenditure on the
canal. The Department of Railways and Canals Accounts
reveal that less than $16,000 was allocated to major repair
or renewal work in the 15 years between 1897 and 1911. Of
this amount, $12,311 was used in the two seasons of 1901-02.
The annual St. Peter's budget (separate from capital or
renewal funds) in these years ranged from $3,000 to $4,000,
with four-fifths of this going to salaries and the rest to
minor repairs of the type referred to in the lockmaster's
annual report of 1898.
The largest single expenditure in this period involved
restoration work to the facing of the timber retaining walls
and the renewal of fractured concrete coping. Betwen 1899
and 1901 three sections of the east and west wall from the
lock to the Atlantic entrance were refurbished and, in the
following two years the coping on both sides of the Atlantic
entrance and 60 ft. of wall at the northeast jog were
replaced. Despite the destructiveness of the sea worm, salt
water and winter frost, the lockmaster's annual report of
190 5 reported the canal works as "sturdy."
By 1906 these same agents were beginning to take their
toll. In that year Devereux reported that the stone wall on
the west side, to which the lock gates were attached, had
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been heaved out of plumb by the action of frost. Also, the
worn and bent toe rollers and ground castings had upset the
alignment of two pairs of gates, hindering their opening and
closing during lockage. Furthermore the opening mechanism
of the swing bridge was proving difficult to operate.
Because of the extra pressure from loads which were carried
across the bridge, the masonry of the abutment which housed
the mechanism had cracked and caused its moving parts to
4
.
wear excessively.
In his 1907 report, Devereux again made
representations to the superintendent engineer to the effect
that damages from the previous year had not been attended
to, and deterioration had set in elsewhere. The timber
flooring, which had been put down in 1880 and partially
repaired in 1895, was reported in bad condition. This
further aggravated operation of the lock gates because the
easy movement of this gate type depended on a solid
foundation in order for the castings and toe rollers to
absorb the pressure. Their failure to do so had redirected
the pressure to other gate components, not designed to
withstand the pressure.
At first glance the department's response to these
conditions seems slow - in fact, almost neglectful. Between
1906 and 1911 no funds were allocated to major repair work.
Instead the department instituted a series of reviews and
feasibility studies to answer three questions: what repairs
were to be done; what was the best method to complete them;
and what influence should the general economic situation in
the area have on repairs?
While the studies were being commissioned, researched
and presented, the responsibility for keeping the canal open
fell to the lockmaster. Considering the meagre sums
available, his task was not easy. What it involved was
makeshift and temporary repairs, using local technical skill
and ingenuity and procuring cheap and easily obtainable
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parts. The toe rollers, for example, had to be shimmed up
and reinforced by divers every two or three months to allow
the gates to be opened. The broken collars and knees were
repaired with the use of 1.25 in. iron dogs or hoops placed
behind the gate in the stone coping and attached to the knee
of the gate by one inch reared wire.^ These ingenious
methods kept the gates from collapsing completely, allowed
the canal to remain open and permitted the studies to be
undertaken.

Ill
The first of the series of reports was by J.W. Ross,
assistant engineer, who was sent to St. Peter's on 16
September 1907.7 He was instructed to examine the canal and
report on what repairs were necessary. He found that the
lock walls were badly in need of pointing and many of the
stones had broken or crumbled away. The selection of
inferior sandstone for the original construction (from the
Wallace, Nova Scotia, Quarries) was cited by Ross as the
cause of this condition. The lock gates were examined and
reported in good condition, though Ross found the design
faulty. The strain created in the operation of the gates,
like those on the St. Lawrence, was meant to be absorbed by
the heel pivot and toe roller. The gate itself was fastened
to the coping of the wall by means of a heel fastening,
which consisted of a collar passing loosely around the
wooden knee on the heel of the gate and fastened to the
coping by two straps. This heel fastening was to keep the
gate from falling over, and was not intended to absorb the
strain. Ross's experience had also shown him a second
weakness of this design. The track on which the toe roller
ran was almost certain to heave. This action frequently
jammed the roller and made it very difficult to open and
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close

the g a t e s .

The w o o d e n

to w o r m d e c a y , further

floor at S t . P e t e r ' s , subject

aggravated

this

condition.

Q

Ross suggested several repairs: first, the pointing of
the inclined walls, the removal of the broken parts of stone
and their replacement with concrete; second, the replacement
of the toe rollers on the gates and the old heel-fastenings
with others of a design strong enough to take the weight of
the gate; and third, the renewal of timbers and 3-in. plank
sheathing at the south entrance. Combined, these three were
estimated at $4,100. He also estimated $25,000 for dredging
at both entrances and the rebuilding of 250 ft. of cribwork
at the entrances to accomodate the heavy traffic which
sometimes accumulated there while waiting for a favourable
wind to facilitate entry into the lock.
The following spring, C D . Sargent, resident engineer
of the Ontario-St. Lawrence Canals, received instructions to
ascertain the "best ways" to repair and enlarge St. Peter's
Canal. The need for repairs at St. Peter's was obvious to
any reader of the annual lockmaster's report. The decision
to study a possible extension of the lock chamber had
apparently resulted from the realization that existing lock
dimensions were no longer capable of permitting passage to
vessels engaged in the coastal trade of Cape Breton. On 20
9
May 1908 Sargent submitted his report.
No repair work had
been done on the canal since September 1907, so his findings
were similar to Ross's: crumbling sandstone in lock walls,
stone recesses out of plumb, worm-eaten mitre sills and
broken or damaged gate knees, heel posts and valves. His
suggestions were also similar: repairs to mitre sills,
increased docking facilities, removal of the top 12 ft. of
the lock wall and its replacement with concrete, repairs of
the lock walls to below water level and replacement of worn
floor timbers with concrete. The mitre sills were to be
steel channel beams properly anchored and embedded in
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concrete. The gates were to have a new hanging gear and to
be provided with proper suspension rods, thus doing away
with the roller-track system.
Sargent included two additional recommendations in his
report. The first was the lengthening of the lock to 300
ft. The choice of a 100 ft. extension was based on the need
to accomodate larger vessels, as well as the necessity of
building the new lock wall recesses on solid foundations and
clear of the existing lock. The new walls were to be added
to the existing structure during dewatering of the lock
chamber. Draining the lock was inevitable if the repairs
referred to in the first part of Sargent's report were to be
completed satisfactorily. Sargent also advocated the
straightening of the curve which prohibited vessels of 250
ft. or more from using the canal. The latter work was not
admitted into his estimate of the total cost for the repair
and extension of the lock which totalled $135,150.
No major repair work was done in 1908 or 1909. In the
summer of 1910 the Deputy Minister of Railways and Canals,
accompanied by C D . Sargent, inspected the canal works.
Shortly after, Sargent received instructions to once again
examine and report upon the nature and cost of repairs at
St. Peter's. His second report, dated 28 September 1910,
gave notice that he "found the conditions of the lock
decidedly worse" than when he had visited the canal in May
1908, and the "whole lock was fast approaching a condition
when it will be impossible to operate." 10 Already, the
lockmaster had reported that, without the help of captains
and crews passing through the canal, the gates could not be
11
opened.
In his report, Sargent reiterated all he had said in
1908. To this was added a suggestion that the wooden "Howe
truss" swing bridge, erected in the 1876-78 period, be
replaced with a steel structure.

The enlarging of the
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canal, together with its straightening, were again said to
be vital to the coastal trade of the region, which he
predicted would increase if his proposals were implemented.
He recommended the canal be closed the following season and
left closed for 14 months, so that the works could be
12
completed for an estimated cost of $260,000.
Sargent proposed an alternate scheme to his first,
which had planned to add 100 ft. to the existing lock. 13
The alternative was to construct an entirely new lock 300
ft. in length to the west of the 1876 canal.

The new canal

cut would connect with the old canal at the curve in the
rock cut. Three advantages would be gained by this
proposal: the avoidance of 80,000 cu. yd. of rock
excavation, necessary for the first proposal, a better
alignment for the finished work, and the possibility of not
having to interfere with navigation in the existing canal
during the construction of the new lock. No estimate of
cost was attached to this proposal.
In the late months of 1910 the Department of Railways
and Canals officials decided to act on Sargent's proposals
for the work at St. Peter's.
accepted.

His second scheme was

A new lock 300 ft. in length was to be

constructed to the west of the existing lock.

Adequate

entrance piers were to be constructed at the Atlantic
entrance and the new alignment so arranged as to reduce the
sharp curve in the canal.

IV
Preliminary work on the St. Peter's Canal improvements
commmenced early in 1911. H.G. Stanton, attached to the
Ontario-St. Lawrence Canals Section, travelled to the site
to conduct test borings over the area west of the canal
lock. His findings were relayed to Ottawa through his
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Cornwall office and, by the late summer of 1911, the works
had been designed in accordance with Stanton's information.
Advertisements for the improvements were placed in Canadian
and American newspapers and engineering journals. They
requested tenders before 11 September 1911. Four tenders
were submitted, one from Brown and Aylmer, a Toronto firm,
for $427,325, one from W.H. Weller of St. Catherines for
$266,887, and two from Montreal based companies for $369,040
and $395,565. Only one tender, that of W.H. Weller, a
general contracting engineer, compared favourably to C D .
Sargent's estimate of $284,419. 15
On 27 September 1911, the Privy Council approved the
department's request to enter into a contract with Weller.
By 17 November 1911 the requisite signatures and stamps had
been placed on the contract (No. 19275) for the St. Peter's
Canal improvements. The work was to be completed by or
before 30 November 1913. Payment, on a monthly basis, was
to be according to scheduled rates. Ten per cent of the
amount spent was to be held as a drawback, to secure
satisfactory termination of the works, and a security of
$13,344 was to be handed over to the Department to complete
the contractor's obligations.
On 11 October 1911 Weller received authorization to
proceed with the works.
The overall plan was to construct
the new lock and walls in dry dock to the west of the canal.
These would be linked to the old canal line near the curve
in the rock cut of the 1876 canal. This was the same method
used by Henry F. Perley in 1876-80 to rebuild the canal's
lock. The work on the 24-month contract did not begin until
May 1912. It would not finish until January 1918, four and
one-half years after the contract deadline.
By the spring of 1912, the contractor had most of his
operating plant on site. It was a far different picture
from that of 1854, as steam shovels replaced picks and
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railway cars did the work of the horse and cart. The
principal components of the plant were a 70-ton Bucyrus
steam shovel, two 20-ton locomotives, 30 dump cars of 6
cubic yd. capacity, two flat cars and two steam hoists.
Despite the assistance provided by technology, the progress
of the excavation in 1912 disappointed both Weller and the
government supervisors.
That perennial leveller, foul weather, hit Cape Breton
with heavy rains in the summer of 1912 and severe winter
storms that suspended work for the first two months of 1913.
The material being excavated was a hard red clay of which 40
per cent was gravel and small stones with a large number of
boulders measuring from 1 to 4 ft. When the original canal
was constructed, the material excavated was deposited along
the shore, from the canal entrance westwards. In 1875-79
the material removed from the excavation trench was disposed
of by extending the original dump. This method was accepted
and included in the 1911 specifications.
To reach the
dump, tracks were laid from the canal pit. When rain fell,
the ground became very soft and made it extremely difficult
to maintain the tracks in good condition and haul the
material as quickly as anticipated. The monthly progress
reports, such as that of December 1912, reported that three
full days of work in the last 10 days had been lost on
account of these conditions.
The earth, soft when removed and exposed to the rain,
proved to be hard and compact in its natural state.
Stanton, the project engineer, reported that an average of
12,000 cubic yd. of excavation per month was all that the
contractor had removed. This was less than half what was
18
expected.
The hardness of the soil caused further delays
by inflicting damage on the machinery, particularly the
steam shovel, which was reported "inoperative" in August
1913 on account of broken teeth on its dipper.
Despite
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the slow start, Weller received favourable representation
from Stanton regarding the contractor's desire to expedite
the work and the efficiency of his organization and
administrat ion.
A third problem, which would plague the work for its
duration, was labour difficulties. The bad weather created
working conditions which the men found unfavourable. It was
common practice not to report on the job for two days after
a rainstorm. ° The scarcity of manual labour (most men were
involved in the more remunerative activities of fishing or
farming during the spring and summer seasons) was
intensified during the winter season on account of seasonal
hardships. Skilled labour was even harder to come by,
forcing the contractor, at times, to operate his machinery
with scratch crews. Finding skilled men to repair the
machinery was extremely difficult. These problems were
later exacerbated by the war.
After a two-month setback, the excavation work resumed
in March 1913 despite prolonged bad weather and the
reappearance of the same obstacles. The progress of the
earth excavation improved so little that Weller pleaded for
a new series of borings by an outside engineer. The
contractor claimed, in a letter written to Sargent in June
1913, that the specifications of their agreement misled him
as to the nature of the material he was to excavate. He
implied that reclassification of this item of work would
follow inspection of the "earth," "a conglomerated material
that even dynamite could not break up." *
On 29 October 1913, Sargent recommended (and later
received approval for) an extension of the deadline of the
contract to 31 March 1915. The delay in starting the works,
the bad weather and the nature of the material to be
excavated were considered sufficient cause to grant the
extension. 2 2 Early in March 1914, Weller's request for new
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borings was acted on.

It led to a surprising discovery -

the level of rock on which the lock was to be built, fell
23
away under the northern end of the proposed lock.
Two
immediate problems presented themselves to the project
planners; first, whether or not the site of the lock should
be changed, and second, what arrangement should be made to
carry out the plan which had already been decided upon.
The first was solved by Sargent who recommended a new
lock to the northeast of the proposed line. This was not
without its disadvantages. Since the new alignment
encroached upon the 1876 canal, the latter would have to be
drained. This would be expensive, involving the
construction of heavy dams and continuous pumping until
completion of the new lock. It was still possible to build
on the site proposed, but, the fear of unknown difficulties
arising in building a concrete structure on a questionable
(probably clay) foundation, and the dubious durability of
such a structure forced Sargent to scrap the original
proposal.
Once the first problem was resolved, the question of
payment and Weller's contract arose. The change in location
altered the whole character of the work and rendered the
scheduled prices of Weller's agreement irrelevant to the
work to be done. Sargent recommended that, rather than call
for new tenders which would consume valuable time - possibly
as much as a year before a new contractor could be on the
site - a new agreement be entered into with Weller. The
supplementary agreement would include revised schedule
prices and a stipulation that the works be completed before
July 1915.
With this in mind, Weller and Sargent submitted their
estimates to the chief engineer in Ottawa. In each case, as
seen below, the price quoted by the superintendent engineer
was used in the supplemental agreement signed in June 1914.
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Item of Work
Earth excavation
Rock excavation
Concrete
Unwatering
Removing old lock wall
Removing old lock floor
Filling old canal

Original Price
$0.35 cu. yd.
$1.30 "
5.15 "
$5,000.00
- - --

Weller's Price
$0.85 cu. yd.
1.75 "
6.90
$115,000.00
3.0 0
1.50
0.15

Item of Work
Earth excavation
Rock Excavation
Concrete

Sargent 's Pri ce
$0.79 cu. yd.
1.64 "
6.65

Contract Price
$0.79 cu. yd.
1.64
6.65

Unwatering
Removing old lock wall

$89,463.00
2.8 7

$89,463.00
2.8 7

Removing old lock floor
Filling old canal

1.15
0.11-1/2

1.15
0.11-1/2

The altered plan called for several new methods of
construction. Both the contractor and Sargent agreed on the
need for haste to complete the project before July 1915.
Their decisions to collect additional machinery, to commence
night shifts and to continue the work through the winter
months was evidence of their new resolve. In the 1911
proposals, a dredge was to cut an approach channel to the
new lock through the area, formerly used as a dump, to the
west of the Atlantic entrance. The modified alignment of
1914 shifted the position of the entrance to the west and
required the erection of coffer dams at the entrance of the
old canal. This considerably reduced the work of the
dredging plant and increased that of the steam shovel. The
revised plan was to dig a trench 31 ft. over a length of 550
ft. to permit the construction of the west entrance wall.
The blasting and removal (by hand) of 18,500 cubic yd. of
material in this trench had to be done carefully to conserve
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all rock for use as backfill and concrete.

The remaining

60,600 cubic yd. of excavation would be done by dredging.28
The concrete work in the lock walls was originally to
be done in a rock cutting. The contractor proposed using a
travelling crushing and mixing plant operated from between
the two parallel walls. This method was feasible and
economical but had to be abandoned when the lock was
repositioned outside a rock cutting. The altered plan
called for back forms, extra face forms and additional
bracing to allow for the construction of the west wall in
29
drydock.
The overall plan was to dewater the lock by installing
two coffer dams. The west entrance and west lock wall would
be completed in dry dock to the west canal, then joined to
the old west wall north of the new lock. The old wall on
the west side of the canal, from the Atlantic entrance to
the rock cut, would be removed and an entirely new lock
built between the old lock and the curve. The east wall of
the old lock would be rebuilt and joined to the east wall of
the new lock by a concrete wall to be built during the
draining operation.
In October 1913 the total estimated cost of the works
was $351,000. In March 1914 it had escalated to $368,000,
and then to $455,000 with the acceptance of Sargent's
30
revised plan.
The canal was closed on 15 July 1914 and
was to be reopened 1 July 1915. Work had already begun in
June 1914. By the end of July, the excavation of the west
entrance trench had been lowered to a depth of 32 ft.,
partly by steam shovel and partly by derrick and clamshell
dredge. Wet weather and leakage from the canal caused
flooding in the trench and this, coupled with the lack of
space, prevented a faster rate of progress.
The 1914 alterations compelled Weller to erect two
coffer dams.

Because he was unable to quickly procure
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sufficient timber, the contractor proposed the construction
of earth-rock dams, 30 ft. across at top and 2 10 ft. at
bottom.

This proposal was vetoed by the chief engineer in

Ottawa because he considered the cheapness of the method not
"commensurate with the element of safety and assurance that
the works would not be flooded out."

ii

The department

countered with its own proposal for the construction of
"safe dams," which were composed of two rows of cribwork
with earth fill between and timber sheets on the outside.
Parker was instructed to purchase timber himself and
supervise erection of the dams if Weller refused to alter
his proposal. 32
The shortage of readily available stone forced Parker
to substitute "lumber cut" dams for the government design.
The former had been tested and certified for use in the St.
Lawrence canal works. 3 3

Angered by this "unnecessary"

government delay in choosing a suitable dam type, Weller had
gone ahead with his own revision and commenced construction
of the first crib (24 ft. by 29 ft.) for his safe d a m . 3 4
The underwater seat to receive the crib was dredged clean
and the end connections partly prepared when the
international crisis in Europe came to a head and forced a
further delay in the works.

An urgent telegram, received on

10 August 1914, read:
In view of the present crisis in international
affairs the Minister directs that the order
closing the lock at St. Peter's be
countermanded and that no work be undertaken
there at present which would result in closing
35
the lock to shipping.
All work connected with the draining of the canal was
stopped and the timber crib, which was ready for sinking,
was moored

in the canal close to the lock.

The only works

which could still be carried on were completion of the 400
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ft. section of the west concrete wall, the backfilling
behind it and the trimming of upper slopes and berms.
On 29 October 1914 the trench excavation had progressed
sufficiently to permit the laying of concrete at the north
end. This activity continued until 19 December 1914, when
the lack of good gravel and the extremely cold weather made
it advisable to halt the operation. Three hundred feet of
wall had been nearly completed and the remaining 100 ft.
brought up to the low-water mark.
The contractor had
confidently expected that a sufficient quantity of good
gravel could be obtained from the several beaches near the
lake entrance. He had erected a very complete unloading and
mixing plant at this entrance and had laid a track on the
west tow path of the canal for the purpose of delivering
concrete at the work site. He later discovered that the
proportion of good gravel to unsuitable material dredged
from the lake beaches was so small that most of the dredqed
material had to be condemned. After considerable
prospect ing a good beach was found to the east and south of
Point Jerome on the east side of St. Peter's Bay. The plant
was subsequently dismantled and moved to the Atlantic
entrance during the month of November 1914 in order to
procure additional supplies of gravel for completion of the
concrete work in the west entrance w a l l . "
The contractor had subcontracted several items to
companies or individuals who specialized in certain related
areas of construction work. On numerous occasions, either
because of bad judgment on his part or as a result of a
scarcity of adequate machinery in the area, Weller found
himself saddled with inadequate outfits. 38 The result was
further postponement of the completion of the works. In
1913, he let out the task of dredging and procuring gravel
to the Halifax Sand and Gravel Company. The company's
personnel arrived at St. Peter's to perform their task with
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a plant that consisted of an old lighter, which doubled as a
clamshell dredge, two open lumber scows, a small flat lumber
scow and a towboat. The quantity of gravel handled by this
outfit was small and its rate of delivery slow. By August
1914 one of the scows had sunk and the other was
incapacitated. Replacements as old and as rundown as the
original vessels were rented from the Atlantic Dredging
Company of Halifax and the work resumed in September 1914.
Within four months, these were out of commission, one more
dump scow had gone to the bottom and another had been
seriously damaged.
On 22 March 1915 an order in council was issued to keep
the canal open. This order was reversed a few weeks later,
the canal was closed to navigation and Weller was ordered to
begin the construction and placement of timber cribs for the
coffer dams. On 30 June 1915 a third order in council was
issued extending the contract to 1 July 1916. No sooner had
this extension been granted than another delay set in.
On 26 July 1915 the contractor's Atlantic dam
collapsed. v
Pumping operations had begun, and the water
level was close to bottom, when the water burst through the
centre crib. The lake dam withstood the shock, but
extensive damage was done to the valve gates of the 1896
lock. The break was caused by the collapse of the inner
bottom edge of the plank crib. This allowed the back of the
crib to settle, thus throwing the bracing out of line and
causing the crib to partially overturn. The collapsed crib
had been moored in the canal for over a year and its timbers
had been seriously weakened by the borings of sea worms. No
surface damage was visible, and the contractor had placed
the crib in the Atlantic dam, unaware of the danger. Once
the dam had broken, Donoghue acted quickly to save the
standing parts of his dam by dumping earth and rock around
the remaining structure. His plan was to use the combined
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earth-crib dam as a clay dam similar to the one he had first
proposed in 1914.
On 7 September 1915, the divers pronounced both dams
watertight and the pumping operation resumed. The
dewatering was successful and work teams began cleaning up
the canal bottom. Orders went out to tear down the west
wall of the old lock, remove the breastwall, mitre sills and
foundations, and to prepare the foundation for the
construction of the connecting wall between the head of the
east wall of the old lock and the foot of the east wall of
the new lock. To accomplish these works, Weller had to
recruit 50 additional men from outside the area, raising the
number employed to 115.
For the first time since 1911, the November and
December progress reports spoke of "excellent progress"
towards the completion of the works. So optimistic was
Sargent that he forecasted the end of the rock excavt ion by
31 January 1916 and the opening of the canal for navigation
by July 1916. 41 With Sargent's statements in the
background, the senior officials of the department agreed to
pay Weller his $12,679 drawback and 50 per cent, or $6,672,
of his security deposit, to help alleviate the financial
burdens placed upon him by the many delays. The presence of
Donoghue's large plant at St. Peter's (valued at $50,000 in
December 1915) was considered ample security for the
completion of the work.
The optimism of the superintendent engineer was
shortlived. In May 1916, he estimated the cost of the work
yet to be done at $150,000.
This consisted of finishing
the hollow quoin abutments, placing two sets of mitre sills
and their anchors, repairing old lock gates, rebuilding the
east wall of the old lock and removing the dams.

On

5 June 1916 Weller asked the department for a two-month
extension of the contract to 1 September 1916 because of
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difficulties in getting gravel for cement work. The
department firmly refused to delay the opening of the canal,
but gave permission, if necessary, to postpone the
completion date of the surface work.44 This refusal
elicited a request for an extension from Sargent. He
informed his superiors that a July 1916 opening was
impossible. The problems listed to support his argument
were numerous: the failure of the coffer dam, the slow
delivery of cement, the congestion of freight on the
Inter-Colonial Railway, the scarcity of labour, labour
inefficiency, the difficulty in procuring forgings and
45
castings promptly because of the war and the rainy weather.
On 10 July 1916, the two-month extension was granted to
Weller, with the proviso that closure might be invoked by
the department if it considered it necessary to complete the
work on time. By 31 July, all work inside the dams had been
completed below water level. On 9 August 1916 the water was
46
let into the lock from the lake via pipes and sluice dams.
The lake dam was removed by a dredge, after which the
dredge passed through the lock to remove the Atlantic dam.
While this operation was underway, three pairs of gates,
already repaired but waiting the final outfitting of
suspension rods, pivots and step castings, were completed
and put in place. The other set of gates awaited the
arrival of valves and cheek plates ordered from a New
Glasgow factory. These had been delayed on account of war
shortages and freight congestion.47 The gates had to be
operated with a temporary device pending the arrival and
installation of the permanent machinery.

On 5 September

1916 the steamer Marion drawing about 10 ft. of water passed
through the channel, which at low tide was 25 ft. wide by 8
ft. deep and, at high tide, 35 ft. by 14 ft.48 On
3 November the installation of the fourth set of gates was
completed, but not until July 1917 was the permanent
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machinery for operating the gates in place.
On 10 October 1916 Weller was ordered to Halifax to
join the Royal Flying Corps.

His responsibility for the

works was transferred to R.G.L. Harstone, the contractor's
engineer and superintendent of works.49 In November the
east wall of the old lock was rebuilt and backfilling begun.
The following month the first of five cribs was completed
and successfully floated into place in the west wall of the
Atlantic entrance. Three other cribs were placed on shelves
formed by blasting and dredging before the work was
suspended in late January because of damaged machinery. A
large dipper dredge was used to remove the west wall of the
old lock and to deepen the Atlantic entrance, while a small
clam-shell dredge was used to clean up isolated high spots
near the entrance to the lock.
In the spring of 1917 work resumed on the final small
concrete closure crib, the construction of a concrete wall
on top of the crib, the backfilling behind these and the
sloping on the west side. In October 1917, Sargent reported
that the works were satisfactorily completed. He noted
further that they presented "a very neat and workmanlike
appearance," that the Atlantic harbour was "safe and
commodious" and that the lock gates worked "well and
smoothly."
The final payment to Weller raised the total
cost to $472,251.96.
With the canal works completed to the satisfaction of
both parties attention turned to the matter of the final
estimate and the payment of the drawback and the security.
What was normally a routine operation, completed within a
few months, became a weighty and complicated problem. In an
affidavit signed and sealed in Cairo, Egypt, Weller
maintained that compensation over and above the government
payment was due him. He listed several delays for which he
held the government responsible: the temporary suspension of
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the contract, awarded by a Liberal government but
reconsidered by a Conservative government in September 1911;
the indecision over the angle of slopes; the adoption of the
new line in 1914; the discussion and confusion of dam types;
the delays caused by the war, and the flood caused by the
failure of a government prototype dam.52
Furthermore, he
argued
labour
nature
in the

that depreciation of his plant equipment, the extra
costs, the increased workload, and the unexpected
of the excavation were not sufficiently accounted for
government's payment. The Department of Railways and

Canals accountants accepted the reports submitted by Sargent
and no revision was made after the submission of his final
estimate in May 1918. Subsequent appeals by Weller and J.I.
Weller, his father, in 1918 and May 1920 were rejected by
the department, which claimed that due consideration had
been given to the contractor's requests in 1918.
The final item remaining in 1918 to complete the major
overhaul of St. Peter's Canal was the replacement of the old
wooden swing bridge. The "Howe truss" bridge, which had
stood since 1876, had been subjected to the increasing load
pressure of 20th century vehicles and was starting to show
signs of structural weakness. The replacement was
contracted out to the Maritime Bridge Company and
successfully completed within the time limit set down in the
contract. The work involved three phases: the dismantling
of the wooden structure and the upper parts of the centre
pier and abutments, begun on 21 November 1918; the
rebuilding of the centre pier and abutments completed in
December 1918; and the transportation of a steel
superstructure from Cardinal, Ontario and its placement on
the abutments finished in April 191953 (see Appendix F ) .
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The Last Half-century: A Disappearing Purpose, 1920-70

I
Construction activities during the interwar years consisted
of repairs and renewals to the retaining walls and wharfs.
The sum of $8,000 for repairs to the oldest of the two
walls, the east side cribwork, was allocated in the fiscal
year 1922-23. Before this work began, a portion of the face
of the cribwork (about 135 ft. in length) along the west
side of the lake entrance, gave way and fell into the canal,
projecting some 10 ft. into the navigation channel.
These
obstructions were removed and, in the following year,
specifications for rebuilding the crib and deepening the
2
north entrance were drawn up.
Tenders were advertised in
Arichat, Saint John, Montreal, Trois Rivieres and Halifax
newspapers, but only two bids were received. One was a
combined offer from the Halifax Dredging Company and the
Standard Construction Company for $79,511. The second bid
was from the Atlantic Dredging Company of Louisbourg for
$56,819. On 6 August 1924 a contract was signed with the
Cape Breton company to renew the entire length (436 ft.) of
the timber retaining wall at the lake entrance and to dredge
3
the same entrance.
The contractor used a scow fitted out with three steam
drills to perform this work. The intention was to cut a
ledge at the required depth using dynamite if necessary.
Creosoted timber cribs built in dry dock were to be sunk
onto a rock seat. The cribs were to be backfilled with
stone and sand, after which all five cribs would have a
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continuous superstructure placed atop them.
Several problems occurred to prolong the work until
September 1925 and to escalate the cost to $91,208.64.5 The
first resulted from the peculiar nature of the substratum.
The existence of fragmented and irregular layers of rock
meant that blasting and drilling frequently shattered the
rock beyond the line necessary for placement of the cribs.
This material had to be removed and a new line drawn up. A
second and related problem was the material itself. The
usual procedure in works of this type was for the engineers
of the Department of Railways and Canals to draw up a
profile of the site after extensive borings had been taken.
This profile, indicating the layers of earth and rock in the
construction area, was included in the work specifications
which were available to prospective bidders. Relying on
information gathered from the government blueprints, the
bidders estimated the cost of the work. At St. Peter's, the
government's profile was based on two sets of borings: one
showing the depth of the old cribwork slated for repair,
where it could be definitely ascertained, and a second
indicating the line of solid rock. In August 1924, the
Atlantic Dredging Company submitted its bid for the work,
based on these profiles. Once the ground had been broken,
the company discovered that the profile of the rock surface
was misleading for a length of 250 ft. The material was in
fact a hard cemented clay, intermixed with stones. This
development substantially increased the quantity of earth
and rock excavation, the amount of cribwork to be laid and
the quantity of backfilling required.
According to the specifications, the backfill for the
cribs was to be taken from immediately behind the work area,
involving only a shallow cutting, a very short haul and a
small amount of levelling and trimming in the borrow-pit.
The added depth of the excavation resulted in a
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corresponding increase in the activities of levelling and
trimming in the borrow-pit and greatly increased the length
of the haul. Each of these factors contributed to the
rising cost.
The work commenced in August 1924 and was to be
completed by December of that year. In January 1925 the
progress reports indicated that about 75 per cent of the
earth excavation and about 80 per cent of the rock work had
been completed.
By this time, three cribs of creosoted
white pine, 150 ft. in length and faced with 3 in. plank,
had been placed in position. Because some 250 ft. of
cribwork had to be carried to the canal grade the bottom
width of the seat had to be increased from 10 ft. to 18 ft.
for a height of 12 ft., and then stepped in to the original
width of 10 ft. up to water level.
In October 1924 the two
remaining cribs were sunk, a continuous wooden
superstructure erected and sand and rock added to the back.
The final inspection reported an excellent job, presenting a
"neat and workmanlike appearance."
The other major repair work of the 1920s was to the
east side of the lake entrance from the swing bridge to the
outer entrance, a distance of 627 ft. This wall had been in
service about 35 years and was completely decayed. Under
the supervision of a resident engineer the timber was
removed down to the water level and rebuilt during the
navigation season of 1928.

q

II
Economy was a watchword during the Depression years in most
government departments. Contracts were pared and
expenditures slashed, reflecting the shortage of available
money. In a January 1931 letter, C D . Sargent referred to
the Department of Railways and Canals1 policy regarding

84

St. Peter's canal:
We have been spending a good deal of money,
comparatively speaking, on this Canal in recent
years of necessary works of repair and
improvement, ($165,000.00 during the last ten
years) and I have hesitated to ask for money
for any works which I did not consider
absolutely necessary as far as the navigation
10
of the Canal was concerned.
The principle of economy was not restricted to letters.
Responding to proposals for a new Atlantic wharf, renewal of
some east-side cribwork and widening of the canal through
the rock cut, Sargent dismissed the first two as
"unnecessary" and found no danger to navigation in the
existing works. The widening he vetoed as too expensive
when almost 95 per cent of the vessels using the canal were
small fishing boats, pleasure yachts and vessels of less
than 150 tons, which could easily navigate the curve.
That repair work would have to be done eventually was
obvious. Sargent was concerned only with the timing and
urgency of the work. His approach to repair work in the
1930s was a frugal one. The annual repair vote was used to
purchase small quantities of material that could be used in
case of urgent need. In 1932 Sargent purchased about 1,300
ft. of 12 in. by 12 in. timber. These supplies were stored
on site. In 1934 Sargent decided to use the stored timber
to repair some cribwork at the Atlantic entrance. Before he
could undertake this work, he postponed the repairs and
transferred the timber supplies to the Atlantic wharf on the
east side of the canoe, where a more pressing problem had
arisen.
The Supplementary Public Works Construction Act (1935)
13
included two major items for St. Peter's Canal.
The
larger item estimated at $6,000, was the rebuilding of a
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portion of the cribwork on the west side between the swing
bridge and the high rock wall. The other item was for
$2,000 to repair the timber cribwork in the high rock wall
north of the lock, called the "Split" or "Want."
The old wooden cribwork on the westerly side extended
south for 440 ft. from the stone pier of the swing bridge to
a section of the cribwork rebuilt in 1932. The timbers,
particularly the face timbers down to water level (about 6
ft. in height) were in a "very rotten" condition. It was
proposed to replace the same with a gravity-type concrete
retaining wall down to good timber. The concrete wall would
be about 6 ft. high and would have a bottom width of 1 ft.
As an additional safety measure, to keep the wall from
shoving forward or overturning, the wall was to be anchored
at intervals by 1.25 in. tie rods with plate washers,
embedded in the concrete wall and fastened to the rear
timbers of the cribwork.
The work began in October 1935. A force of 15 to 20
men, including a foreman, three to four timbermen and day
labourers, was employed to cut down and remove the old
timber. After this was completed, the labourers laid and
bolted down a new course of 12 in. by 12 in. hemlock. The
below-water timber proved sturdy enough to support the wall
and the rear timbers were stable enough to act as deadmen so
the original proposals were implemented. One group of men
excavated a section, about 40 ft. to 60 ft. in length down
to solid base. They then moved on to the adjoining section,
while timbermen laid the new hemlock courses in the prepared
section. A third group poured concrete forms, placed iron
anchors and backfilled. In late December 1935 the work was
completed at a cost of $5,500. 15
The other item of work was to rebuild 2 26 ft. of timber
in the "Split." Excavation began on 10 October with a small
crew of five labourers and one foreman. The old timber was
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removed before the timbermen drilled holes in the rock for
the new cross ties and timber face. These were placed and
the ent ire structure bolted to the rock. The work was
completed early in December 1935.
Another major work of the 1930s was the replacement of
the 1918 swing bridge. In February 1931, J. Carr of the
Canadian Inspection and Testing Company of Montreal was
called in to supervise the erection of a new bridge. The
project was contracted out to Standard Steel Construction of
Port Robinson, Ontario, and called for the furnishing and
delivery of steel work and the erection of a steel
superstructure. Alterations were made to the east side
abutment, a new west abutment was constructed and a steel
span 135 ft. long was erected over the canal. A bailey
bridge was used until the steel highway bridge was opened on
7 April 1931. 1 7

III
In August 1939 German troops moved onto Polish territory.
England and France declared war on Germany and in September
1939 Canada joined the Allied side. One of Canada's
principal roles during the war was to supply merchandise to
her European allies. Massive convoys loaded with grain,
meat and essential war supplies sailed from Canada's east
coast out into the Atlantic. Awaiting them were German
U-boats. In this context, the secure inland passage
provided by St. Peter's Canal took on added importance.
Vessels moving goods, particularly coal, from Sydney to
eastern sea ports redirected their course through the canal
and down the Nova Scotia coastline. A glance at the
quantity of freight passed through the canal in the early
1940s demonstrates clearly the canal's war-time contribution
(see Appendix A, Table 2 ) .
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IV
Time and weather had brought many weaknesses to the canal
structure at St. Peter's. Less than $10,000 had been spent
on major repairs or renewals in the 1930s. With the
outbreak of war, all available funds were directed into the
war effort and no extra funds were allocated to the canal's
renewal budget until 1944-45. Despite this small
expenditure, the canal performed adequately during the war
years, causing no delay in the movement of goods or the
passage of ships.
The first repair work tackled in the late years of the
war was replacement of the lock gates. They had been built
of southern long-leaf yellow pine and installed in 1896.
Only minor repair work had been done to the gate-operating
components, and the lock gates, when removed, were 54 years
old. The task of building replacements started at the
Canals Division machine shop in Cornwall in 1944. Here four
gates were framed, knocked down and shipped by rail to
Truro, Nova Scotia. At Truro, the timbers (Douglas fir and
Canadian white oak) were creosoted, shipped to St. Peter's
and reassembled.18 The wartime shortages of iron and the
need to keep the canal open during the war years delayed the
work for over two years. In May 1947 four old gates were
removed and their replacements were stepped in the outside
(Atlantic) and inside (lake) lockgate recesses. The
handrailings from the four old lock gates were removed and
installed on the new gates. In the following year the third
pair of gates were completed at the machine shops in
Cornwall and shipped, via Truro, to St. Peter's. In 1949
the fourth pair was fabricated in the Ontario shop then
reassembled at St. Peter's in 1950.
A different method was adopted by Department of
Transport engineers to install the last four lockgates.
method used to step the gates had been forced on the

The
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Department of Trasport by a shortage of gate-lifting
equipment and the high rental cost of the available
20
equipment.
The plant consisted of a 12-ton crawler hoist
mounted and lashed to a deck scow which was approximately
100 ft. long and 37 ft. wide. The placement of the gates
involved several steps. The gates were first placed on
butter boards (or sliding ways) which in turn were placed on
standing ways. The back ends of the butter boards were tied
down and a chain was passed to a crane. The gates were then
lowered into the water by removing the backties and pulling
lightly with the crane causing both the gate and the butter
boards to slide into the water - a procedure equivalent to
that of launching a beached boat. The butterboards were
then recovered and the procedure repeated with the other
gates.
To remove the old gates the top deck was first removed
and heavy chains were passed through holes cut in the gate
bar, one at the heel and one at the mitre. A long lifting
chain was attached to the top centre of the gate. The free
end of the chain was dropped and lifted up on the back of
the gate. The crane then lifted the gate by a bridle. It
was moved clear of the wall, pulled up to the surface,
lashed to the scow and tugged to a nearby beach. The new
gates were carried in, the heel carefully placed in its
correct position in the hollow quoin, and the gate dropped
gently and stepped of its own accord.21
The old steps on which the gate heel was placed had
been set down in the concrete floor. These were removed by
divers, the holes filled with metal discs and concrete and
the new steps placed atop them. The fastenings, bolts,
railings and other usable parts on the old gates were
salvaged and placed on the new gates, completing the
operation. 22
During the stepping operation of 1950, the divers

89

examined the oak mitre sills and reported them in bad
condition. The deterioration was blamed on "teredo" action.
A proposal for removing the worn timbers of the mitre sills
and substituting a prefabricated metal section on top of the
sound oak timbers was drawn up by A. Parker, superintendent
engineer, and forwarded to the Department of Transport,
23
Canal Services Branch.
In April 1951 the deteriorated
wood was removed from Nos. 1, 2, 3 and 4 sills at the
Atlantic entrance, the steel mitre sills placed on top of
the oak sills and the former secured by means of anchor
bolts. The metal sills consisted of three sections, the two
hollowquoin sections approximately 19 ft. in length and the
centre section 17 ft. in length. The former section weighed
about 1,100 lb. and the latter about 1,050 lb. The divers
placed the mitre sills by fitting a prefabricated top and
face over the timbers. The prefabricated sills were then
spiked down to the old wooden sills. The voids behind were
filled with cement, pressure-grouted into place by the
Canada Granite Company. In October, the Cornwall shops
zinc-metallized the remaining mitre sills and shipped them
24
to St. Peter's.
Similar methods were adopted by
Williamsburg, Ontario, and St. Peter's divers for the
placing and the grouting of the mitre sills in the spring of
1952 at a cost of $4,452. 25

IV
In the inter-war period the Atlantic wharf on the west side
received only marginal repairs to keep the wharf operative.
In 1949 a preliminary survey was undertaken with the aim of
rehabilitating this wharf. Extensive studies were made
regarding the use of steelsheet piling, reinforced concrete
piles, creosoted timber work and other methods for the
rehabilitation of the wharf.
The steel sheet project was
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not favoured as its life in salt water, unless extremely
heavy sections were used, would have been very short.

The

other methods were also dropped in favour of the creosoted
timber crib method, estimated to cost about $490 per lineal
foot of wharf.

This work was advertised in 1949 but no

tenders were received for the project.

In view of the

increasing cost of construction, this method of
rehabilitation was referred for further study while
temporary repairs were done to the wharf.
In June 1955 the department again called for tenders
for work on the wharf and bank on the west side of the
Atlantic entrance. The revised plan envisioned
rehabilitating the wharf and bank for a distance of about
300 ft. south and west of the existing concrete entrance
wall which had been built in 1914-16. This involved the
construction of timber cribs to make the bend next to the
concrete wall, and the sloping in stone of the remainder of
the bank. The contract also called for removal of the
existing stonefilled timber cribwork for a distance of about
353 ft. at the east side of the lake entrance and excavation
27
of the slope back to a new line.
The contract was awarded to T.C. Gorman (Nova Scotia)
Limited, a Halifax company, for a sum of $135,969.73. The
agreement was dated 21 November 195 5 and work was to be
completed by 31 March 1956. The work at the Atlantic
entrance began with dredging operations. Two creosoted
timber cribs of western and eastern hemlock were built and
sunk onto the seat prepared for them. Stone brought from a
local quarry was used as backfill and concrete coping walls
were placed on top of the crib. Large rubble stones were
placed on the slope, which was excavated west of the cribs,
before the slope was surfaced with additional stone blocks,
each having a volume of not less than 22 cubic ft. At the
lake entrance, excavation of the bank and the existing
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stone filled timber crib began at a point about 200 ft.
north of the swing bridge and extended to the northeast, a
distance of about 353 ft. No serious delays were
28
encountered and the work was completed in April 1956.
The
specifications called for the laying of stone rip-rap at the
east entrance but this was indefinitely postponed on account
of the superintendent's inability to procure a bulldozer.
The retaining wall at several places along both sides
of the canal was patched extensively in the 1950s and 1960s.
In 1956 repairs were approved at the northwest corner of the
canal. 29 The cribs built in 1924-25 had received minor
damage from settling but were considered sound enough to
remain. The continuous cribwork above the low-water mark,
over a distance of 375 ft from the most northern end of the
wall, was removed and replaced. Creosoted pine sheathing 3
in. by 4 ft. was applied to the face of 361 ft. of cribwork
and the rest of the wall was faced with 4 in. by 1 ft.
creosoted pine plank. This work was done by the canal
superintendent, and subsequent underwater examination
reported the works in good order and the wood sound. In
1958 a warrant of $6,000 was authorized to rehabilitate a
portion of wall on the east side north of the lock. 30 The
original plan was to use concrete but the difficulty in
pouring and placing concrete in this location and the
presence of skilled timber men at St. Peter's resulted in
the superintendent adopting timber as an alternative to the
concrete.
The 1960s saw much of the same sort of work.

In August

1962 the department authorized the repair of 200 ft. of wall
on the west side Atlantic entrance south of the lock.

In

the following year, plans were drawn up for work on the east
side of the Atlantic entrance. 31 A mobile crane was floated
into position and the old entrance wall was removed and
replaced with a rip rap of concrete blocks32 which had been
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made on the site.
These temporary and piecemeal repairs could not
permanently forestall damage from water and frost at St.
Peter's. In 1967, the annual inspection report by an
engineer from the Department of Transport Marine Services's
office in Dartmouth concluded that the canal walls at St.
Peter's should be replaced. His findings were supported by
the Regional Director and forwarded to Ottawa on 29 March
33
1968.
The inspectors reported that the repairs made
through the years with creosoted timbers gave the front face
of the cribwork an appearance of "good alignment" and
"adequate condition." The interior timbers, however, were
in a "state of very bad deterioration, and are for the most
part the original untreated timbers." Marine Services
recommended total replacement of the wall, beginning in
about five years and involving possibly three construction
contracts. In order to plan and determine the new wall
alignments and the type of construction to be employed, they
suggested that a "very exact and detailed survey" of the
site be made, to ascertain, as accurately as possible, the
present waterline and rock cut. 34

V
The steel swing bridge erected in 1930-31 began to show
signs of weakness in the mid-1950s and became increasingly
difficult to operate. In 1959, $11,756.25 was spent in
replacing a bull-wheel, pinion and pintle in the operating
machinery, but little improvement was reported. 35 On 13
August 1963, Department of Transport engineers inspected the
bridge and found it badly in need of repair.
They
recommended that Maritime Steel and Foundries, Limited of
New Glasgow, Nova Scotia make a detailed inspection of the
bridge and submit an estimate of the necessary repairs.
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The private firm completed their report and submitted
September 1963.

it in

The poor state of the bridge forced an

immediate reduction in the load limitation and the erection
of a bailey bridge adjacent to it, to allow traffic to be
re-routed while repairs were made.

The bridge was closed

for four months until it was restored to its original
37
capacity at a cost of $33,758.
In 196 5, cracks appeared in the east abutment of the
swing bridge.

The masonry facing, which was almost 100

years old, had suffered considerably from weathering.

Since

its foundation rested only partly on rock, its stability was
also questionable.
resting on fill.

The west abutment consisted of concrete
The concrete was visibly in poor condition

and its abutment lacked a proper support.

This had caused

the abutment to move forward so that the face of the breast
wall had to be chipped to allow turning of the
superstructure.
38
$71,000.

The estimated cost of these repairs was

The high cost of repairing the bridge led the
department on two separate occasions to approach the Nova
Scotia Department of Highways.

The latter was advised that

the federal department would be willing to co-operate should
a new high-level bridge be planned for the St. Peter's
39
crossing.
The negotiations continued until March 1966,
when the danger of the east abutment's imminent collapse
forced the two Departments to act.

On 28 April 1966, D.J.

Grant of Antigonish, Nova Scotia, undertook the
rehabilitation of the old east abutment down to ground
level.

The contract was successfully completed in October

of that year, after an additional $3,000 had been granted to
cover costs. 440
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VI
On 13 August 1968 the departments of Transport and Public
Works adopted a co-ordinated approach to the problem of
major repair work at St. Peter's canal.41
Phase one of its
operation involved gathering information to "design, plan
and estimate specific types of new works." The Department
of Public Works were to conduct a preliminary survey on a
42
$10,000 grant from the Department of Transport.
On 20
September 1968, Mr. D. Sutherland, the district engineer in
43
Halifax, completed the field survey at a cost of $3,000.
Phase two was to determine underwater conditions of the
canal structure. Borings and sampling were taken in
September and October 1969 in the lock area, and plans were
drawn up to place stoplog gains and sills on both sides of
the existing lock. This work was contracted out (No. 92893)
and begun in the spring of 1972. Its cost was estimated at
well over $100,000. 4 4
Phase three calls for the dewatering of the lock. The
stoplog gain sills placed on the canal bottom in 1972 were
the first step in this phase. The second step, now
underway, is the construction of stoplog gains. The steel
gains and concrete sills are the modern version of the
coffer dam, but even they may not allow the engineers to
proceed with the dewatering operation for in completing the
works of 1911-18 the supervisor of the works and the
resident engineer backfilled the lock walls using large
boulders and the material was not properly packed or
granulated. The absence of a drainage provision (now
mandatory for works of this nature) in the contract given to
W.H. Weller in 1911 certainly contributed to the condition
now facing the engineers, who must drain the lock chamber.
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Conclusions

I
The construction of the St. Peter's Canal is a tribute to
the men whose dreams of prosperity for Cape Breton led them
to encourage the project; to the contractors, whom in
retrospect can be seen to have risked - and in some cases to
have experienced - financial loss in building the canal(s)
and to the governments of Nova Scotia and Canada who
ultimately recognized that this public work could not (or at
least would not) be financed by private enterprise.
The idea of a canal across the isthmus of St. Peter's,
first came to the Nova Scotia House of Assembly in 1825.
The site was surveyed, the idea considered and the matter
buried, all within a few weeks. By 1853 the canal scheme
and the responsibility for its construction had come full
circle. No private or public group could marshall the
necessary resources for such an undertaking with the result
that the project was returned to the legislature.
The government's indifference to the scheme in its
survey and planning stages was equalled by the vagueness of
purpose and the indecisiveness that plagued the planning of
the first canal. It seems clear that the government never
gave whole-hearted support to the project. Prompted by
local pressure on the one hand, and predictions that a canal
would lead to exploitation of Cape Breton's natural
resources, increased immigration, reduced import prices,
etc., on the other, the Uniake government agreed to build a
canal across the isthmus. As costs escalated beyond
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expectation and the rate of progress stalled, orders were
sent out in 1856 to halt all construction work. A decade of
reconsideration followed.
The canal project was conceived at a time of prosperity
for Nova Scotia. A protected British and West Indian
market, a continuing demand for wood products and a small
but stable market for its minerals raised the hopes of Nova
Scotians in the 1820s and 1830s. The acquisition of the
Duke of York's Cape Breton mineral rights in 1826 by the
General Mining Association of London reinforced the
impression of valuable resources. The canal at St. Peter's
was built to provide a shorter and more secure route to
these resources. The one-half mile trip into the Bras d'Or
Lakes shortened the circuitous ocean route and circumvented
the dangerous hazards of navigation on the Atlantic route.
The canal project never had the full support of the
Halifax business establishment. Halifax merchants were
content to rely on pre-1850 routes, and, later, on roads and
railroads to reach Cape Breton's fish, lumber and coal.
Cape Bretoners, especially those of Richmond and Victoria
county, held a different view. A canal through the isthmus
would bring government investment, employment and numerous
service industries to St. Peter's and vicinity. It
guaranteed the town a purpose and prosperity.
The premise behind this last belief was that the canal
would attract the traffic plying the waters off the east
coast of Cape Breton. A related belief was that this
traffic would continue to expand. Neither of these came to
pass. By 1870, Nova Scotia's economic prosperity was
begining to wane. Political decisions on the international
level and shifting consumer habits had markedly reduced the
demand for her goods. She was not able either to counter
the change with viable and competitive goods or to diversify
her economic base. Moreover, the canal, when completed in

97

in 1869, was too small to contribute measurably to the
development of the island. The steamers then in service on
commercial routes were too large to use the passage. The
canal did not win over the 1870 trade, let alone that of the
future. A decade later, improvements rendered the canal
open to schooners and steamers, but by then it was too late.
The railroads was soon to reach into Cape Breton, and the
arrival of steel freighters on the high seas would all but
end the canal's usefulness.

II
The supporters of canal construction were never a large
group in Nova Scotia. Talk of improvements to inland
navigation systems had generated heated discussions and
excitement in the British colonies and New England states of
the 1820s. Nova Scotia had also discussed such projects,
but was slower in realizing them. A government survey of
the isthmus in 1825 laid dormant in assembly committee rooms
for 15 years. Its rebirth was forced by the people of
Richmond County, in spite of indifference from the majority
of the colony's population as mirrored in the legislature,
and opposition by the supporters of the railroad. In 1853
their continuous prodding paid off when the government took
full command of the project and construction commenced.
At the site, the elected members adopted the role of
commissioners, their enthusiasm for the task far outweighing
their experience. Three years later, when the work stalled,
the representatives from Cape Breton petitioined the house
to reopen the project, chaired committee reviews and
requested further monetary assistance. Their wait was long
and burdensome but in 1869 Thomas Martell, Charles
Harrington and Isaac Le Visconte, three of the elected
members from Richmond County, witnessed the reward for their
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toils, the meeting of the waters,

III
The line between satisfaction at a job well done and
frustration over unexpected obstacles, between profit and
bankruptcy, must have been a thin one for the public works
contractors on the St. Peter's Canal. The remoteness of the
work camp and the problems of obtaining labour and machinery
tended to tip the balance against them. Almost without
exception, contractors at St. Peter's found themselves in
dire financial straits upon completion of their work,
necessitating requests and petitions to the government for
financial assistance and reconsideration of their cases.
Some of the risks inherent in all public works
projects, were beyond anyone's control. The canal was
located on the southeastern coast of Cape Breton, 200 miles
from Halifax, without adequate rail or road transport to the
site until early in the 20th century. Cape Breton was
lacking in heavy machinery capable of the excavation
required. The plant supplies available in maritime mainland
centres were either run-down, grossly neglected or
deteriorating rapidly. Contractors often paid excessive
rentals for outdated machinery. Labour, even on a daily
basis, was difficult to procure at St. Peter's, especially
during harvest or the fishing seasons. The wet summers and
cold winters frequently shortened the work period by several
months, hindering the rate of progress. It took
considerable optimism to tackle these obstacles with the
intention of turning the project into a profit-making
venture.
The contractors were not assisted by the regulations
and procedures followed by the various government
departments which were involved in the construction of the
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canal(s). In the pre-1867 period, the commissioners and the
provincial Board of Works stumbled forward at a slow pace.
However much these agencies may have wanted to finish the
canal, their desire could not compensate for their lack of
experience or the indecision over the dimensions of the
work. After Confederation, once a decision to undertake
some work had been reached and approved by the Privy
Council, the department publicly tendered the job. The
tender was based on specifications drawn up from soundings,
readings and borings taken by a departmental engineer. The
primitiveness of the early methods used to obtain
information, the inaccuracy and/or incompleteness of the
data gathered and the misleading nature of the
specifications were repeatedly demonstrated at St. Peter's.
In each of the three major construction projects,
departmental estimates of the quantity of earth and rock
excavation to be done had to be revised with almost every
boring. The specifications were often misleading, causing
financial difficulties as in the case of J. McLeod in
1855-56, and S.P. Tuck (1876-78). The estimated original
cost of work to be done, scheduled into the contract, was
only altered if additional work of a different nature was
included in a supplementary agreement to the contract. The
contractor who estimated 6d. per cubic yd. for earth
excavation and found the cost to be Is. 6d. had to bear the
loss, despite the fact that the inaccuracy of government
specifications was partially responsible for the
difference.
The interpretation of contract clauses by government
officials was very strict. The initial agreement contained
scheduled prices and provisions for monthly payment, a 6 per
cent security deposit and 10 per cent drawback. The
contractor also undertook to complete the specified works
within a certain period of time. At the end of each month,
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a progress report of the work completed and estimates of
work to be done were submitted by the contractor to the
department's resident engineer. These were, in turn,
forwarded to the superintendent engineer in Cornwall,
Ontario, and then to the chief engineer in Ottawa. If the
progress estimates were approved at each step, the
contractor received payment for his works, sometimes several
weeks, even months, after his initial submission. There was
no court of appeal within the department for any contractor
whose estimate had been revised downward by an engineer in
the chain of command. The resident engineer on site had the
task of supervising the works, including careful measurement
of work done. If the two figures, that of the contractor's
and that of the resident engineer's, did not coincide, the
former bore the loss.
With each estimate submitted the resident engineer
commented on the rate of progress. If this rate were deemed
too slow, and the contractor were at fault, termination of
the contract could take place two weeks after the resident
engineer invoked the closure clause included in the
contract. The contractor's only appeal was in the courts, a
lengthy and expensive process. Incorrect specifications
leading to delays in the rate of progress and high costs, as
in 1855-56, were not sufficient to forestall closure.
The stringent control of the public purse evident in
the government's treatment of contractors was not matched by
the departmental policy makers. Major decisions,
particularly in the construction and improvement phases of
the canal project, were incompletely researched, tardily
applied and frequently revised. The Hall survey of 1825
allowed for a canal width of 50 ft. In 1854 construction
commenced on a canal 22 ft. wide. In 1865, H.F. Perley
recommended the width be increased to 51.5 ft. Four years
later the canal was completed with a width of 26 ft. and a
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depth of 13 ft., dimensions totally inadequate to allow the
passage of larger steamers. By 1876 the canal was closed
for improvements.
Revisions to the depth of the canal and the length of
the lock while work was actually in progress were common.
In 1912 W.H. Weller entered into a contract with the
Department of Railways and Canals for the third St. Peter's
Canal. During the course of the contract the alignment of
the proposed canal was changed and the lock chamber
relocated on a rock bottom before the work was completed.
In the 1876-80 period the width and depth of the canal and
the size of the lock chamber were revised after the start of
the work.
The canal at St. Peter's is 104 years old. The ground
was first broken 119 years ago. Little remains to remind
the traveller of its age. The canal fabric is essentially
20th-century. The lock gates were built and stepped into
place in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The gates are
wooden, manually operated and of a design similar to the
1896 gates installed at St. Peter's by Mr. Donoghue. The
lock operating machinery was designed in the Cornwall,
Ontario, machine shops, built in Nova Scotia foundries and
installed in 1915-17. The worn or broken components have
been repaired and renewed several times since.
The first and second lock chamber lie to the south and
east of the 1916-17 lock chamber, still in use at St.
Peter's. The first was completed in 1869 and filled in
during the excavation of the 1870s. The second chamber was
constructed in 1876-78 to the west of the original lock. In
the second decade of the 20th century, the west lock wall
and timber floor were removed and the entire lock rebuilt to
the north. The east wall of the 1876 lock chamber still
stands as part of the east entrance wall at the Atlantic
entrance. It has been extensively repaired except for its
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back timbers.
The canal alignment has changed with each major
construction operation. The Atlantic entrance has been
moved to the west on two occasions, in the 1870s and the
1910s. The alignment from lake entrance to the curve in the
rock cut has not been altered since 1854. The retaining
walls, some timber and some concrete, that line the canal
sides are a mixture of the past and present. At the north
entrance the timber walls date back to the early 20th
century while its surviving cribs, submerged below ground,
date back to the 1870s. The concrete walls are post-1930
structures, either built or extensively repaired since the
end of World War II. The wharfs at the Atlantic entrance
were replaced with concrete cribs and stone embankments in
the 1950s. The east wharf at the lake entrance was removed
and the slope dredged back in 1955. The west wharf was
erected in 1924-25 to accommodate lake vessels wishing to
load and unload freight at St. Peter's. The number of
vessels has dwindled measureably, but the wharf can still be
seen. Overlooking the lake entrance, on the Sydney-Halifax
road, is the steel swing bridge, erected in 1930-31. Its
abutments have been rebuilt and its hand-operated mechanism
renewed.
The only surviving structure of the 19th century canal
is the lockmaster's house and barn, erected in 1876 by Mr.
F.S. Cunningham. The back wing of the house was extensively
repaired sometime before 1910, but it is essentially the
same as the 1876 structure. Its location, on or near one of
Nicholas Denys's early forts, has not been changed. To the
east of the Atlantic entrance, atop Mount Granville, the
foundations of Denys's second "redoubt," which dates back to
the mid-17th century, guard the approach to St. Peter's
canal, as they once watched over the "Haulover Road" 300
years ago.
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Appendix A.

Table I.

Statistical Tables

St. Peter's Canal; A Statement of Expenditure and

Revenue

O p e r a t ion and
Year
1854

Improvements

Ma i n t e n a n c e

Revenue*

—

—

—

—

—

~~

~"

—

~~

1857

(N.S. )
142.12.0
(N.S.)

*~

•"*

*~"

1858

-

-

-

-

1859
1860

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1861
1862

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1863
1864

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

1865
1866
1867*

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

46,193

-

-

-

-

-

1855
1856

1868
1869
1870

Capital
£1508.9.2
(N.S.)
3060.0.0
(N.S.)
1550.0.0

$21,159.72
70,719.80
46,193.57
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O p e r a t ion

and

Year

Capi t a l

Improvements

Ma i n t e n a n c e

Revenue*

1871

-

-

781.00

1872

-

-

6,402.00

1873

-

-

6,883.00

245.00

1874

-

-

2,285.00

498.00

1875

20.97

-

1,449.00

648.00

1876

11,125.00

-

642.00

655.00

1877

69,330.18

-

617.00

1878

26,511.51

-

600.00

1879

107,337.75

-

632.00

1880

80,120.54

-

400.00

1881

69,434.76

-

960.00

895.00

1882

484.00

-

2,121.00

927.00

-

2,822.00

1,229.00

1883
1884

2,471.40

-

2,969.00

2,193.00

1885

16,820.15

-

2,112.00

2,786.00

1886

2,316.85

-

2,659.00

1,457.00

1887

1,087.75

3,120.00

1,427.00

4,806.00

2,794.00

3,439.00

2,511.00

3,336.00

2,453.00

1888

750.00
-

1889

500.00

1890

-

1891

972.65

510.00

3,567.00

1,707.00

1892

14,387.00

30,937.00

4,469.00

2,320.00

1893

881.59

9,988.00

4,794.00

2,948.00

1894

437.05

3,852.00

4,923.00

2,604.00

1895

868.44

26,222.00

2,853.00

2,073.00

1896

1,455.21

16,744.00

2,443.00

1,248.00

-

2,730.00

3.00

3,239.00

2,967.00

1897

-

1898

-

1899

-

-

3,276.00

2,747.00

1900

-

-

4,317.00

3,340.00

1901

-

2,311.00

3,572.00

3,047.00

1902

-

10,014.00

3,214.00

3,447.00

112.00
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O p e r a t ion
Year

Capital

Improvements

1903

-

1904

-

1905

-

1906

-

1907

and

Maintenance

Revenue*

-

3,601.00

2,280.00

-

3,249.00

32.00

4,066.00

32.00

-

3,493.00

32.00

-

-

2,716.00

32.00

1908

-

-

4,314.00

32.00

1909

-

-

3,815.00

32.00

1910

-

-

3,688.00

32.00

1911

-

-

4,654.00

32.00

1912

-

5,208.00

5,130.00

32.00

1913

-

39,144.00

5,952.00

2.00

1914

-

48,456.00

5,870.00

2.00

1915

-

83,241.00

5,138.00

2.00

1916

-

207,808.00

1,483.00

2.00

1917

-

126,562.00

3,757.00

2.00

1918

-

45,000.00

5,838.00

7.00

1919

-

20,903.00

5,480.00

7.00

1920

-

8,094.00

1921

-

-

6,066.00

5.00

1922

-

-

5,707.00

9.00

1923

-

-

13,349.00

12.00

1924

-

581.00

8,136.00

41.00

1925

-

45,362.00

5,794.00

31.00

1926

-

45,000.00

8,188.00

20.00

1927

-

18,589.00

11,580.00

30.00

1928

-

421.00

15,536.00

73.00

1929

-

-

10,714.00

116.00

1930

-

-

9,627.00

173.00

1931

-

9,017.00

173.00

1932

-

-

10,419.00

181.00

1933

-

-

9,776.00

173.00

1934

-

-

9,658.00

168.00

3,000.00

22,469.00

4,812.00

7.00
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O p e r a t ion
Year

Capital

Improvements

1935

-

-

1936

-

1937

-

1938

-

1939

-

1940

-

1941

-

1942

and

Maintenance

Revenue*

9,875.00

168.00

9,679.00

157.00

10,251.00

169.00

9,880.00

154.00

9,921.00

153.00

9,365.00

201.00

-

12,144.00

199.00

-

-

11,103.00

199.00

1943

-

-

12,756.00

196.00

1944

-

-

18,888.00

208.00

1945

-

19,955.00

198.00

7,053.00
611.00
1,280.00

11,811.00

1937-1938

7,754 Adjustments

1946

-

9,799.20

21,766.00

192.00

1947

-

16,779.00

22,977.20

207.00

1948

-

6,527.00

23,716.00

198.00

1949

-

15,790.00

27,020.00

189.00

1950

-

24,221.00

29,993.00

277.00

1951

-

-

36,613.00

237.00

1952

-

-

40,790.00

237.00

1953

-

37,499.00

310.00

1954

-

-

42,133.00

547.00

1955

-

-

47,977.00

703.00

1956

-

129,538.00

46,027.00

692.00

1957

-

22,807.00

47,707.00

710.00

1958

-

50,559.00

90 5 . 0 0

1959

-

2,827.00

49,997.00

881.00

1960

-

18,401.00

52,195.00

824.00

1961

-

3,724.00

50,710.00

?

1962

-

7,911.00

53,421.00

?

1963

-

4,965.00

48,910.00

982.00

1964

-

35,556.00

58,125.00

1,004.00

4,4 52.0 0

-
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Year
1965

Capital
-

Improvements
35,704.00

Total $648,547.14 $1,227,727.00

Operat ion and
Ma intenance
52,878.00
$1,354,797.00

Revenue*
1,183.00
$69,789.00

A year-by-year breakdown of the financial statistics is not
available until 1867, when the federal government assumed
jurisdiction of canals. In the period 1864-1867 construction
was underway at St. Peter's canal, but no record of the
expenditure is available. During the thirteen years, 1854-67,
of provincial jurisdiction, the province of Nova Scotia
invested $156,523.31 in the canal works at St. Peter's.
Tolls were collected at St. Peter's canal from 1871
until 1903, when the tolls on all Canadian canals were
abolished. The first system of rates was based on five
classes. A minimum charge of lc was levied on a vessel and 25c
on each boat. Passengers were charged 5c a head, and 3ceach,
if below the age of twelve. Freight was grouped into one of
three classes and charged a price ranging from 1/2C per ton to
15C per ton. Coal was given a 3C toll, flour a 5C toll and
firewood a 15c toll per cord. In June 1871 this system was
abolished and replaced with a 2c per ton toll on every vessel
in ballast, and a 5c per ton charge for every vessel loaded,
regardless of the type of freight. In 1903 all tolls were
abolished. This left the leasing of land and the rental of
government buildings as the sources of revenue.
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Table 2. St. Peter's Canal: A Statement of Total Tonnage
and Recorded Passages

Year
1869
1870
1871
1872
1873
1874
1875
1876
1877-79
1880
1881
1882
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1888

T o t a l Tonnage
6,071
17,464

Number of V e s s e l s

• •••

• ••

• • ••

• ••

151
453

10,421
12,248

698

18,116

807

752

33

closed
4,045
14,826
8,359
15,695
19,115
20,160
25,887

676

-

153
884
762

1,330
1,494
1,148
1,206
1,449
1,581

1889
1890

41,174
39,149
55,443
32,231

1891
1892

34,520
59,042

1,121
1,891

1893
1894
1895

47,606

1,490
1,522

1896

65,508

55,460
9,828

2,161
1,294

248

2,239
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Year

Total

Tonnage

Number o f

1897

67,093

1,633

1898

64,490

1,692

1899

70,804

1,711

1900

73,818

1,628

1901

88,257

1,745

1902

73,538

1,671

1903

90,864

1,607

1904

73,416

1,654

1905

81,077

1,595

1906

7 3 , 3 27

1,418

1907

73,167

1,337

1908

72,015

1,380

1909

79,850

1,439

1910

85,722

1,470

1911

75,298

1,260

1912

74,809

1,213

1913

71,514

1,337

1914

54,180

1,200

1915

2,895

71

1916

9,629

133

1917

62,254

1,146

1918

59,716

1,071

1919

64,879

1,172

1920

83,432

1,202

1921

77,025

1,117

1922

75,095

1,074

1923

74,341

989

1924

87,891

1,378

1925

81,363

1,196

1926

69,483

1,008

1927

64,185

90 3

1928

71,593

964

1929

7 4 , 4 38

936

Vessels
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Year
1930

T o t a l Tonnage
79,784

Number o f
84 5

1931

45,226

893

1932

40,831

860

1933

31,792

911

1934

52,640

962

1935

54,592

1,021

1936

56,257

1,002

1937

79,952

1,051

1938

61,474

1,066

1939

79,015

1,048

1940

54,651

973

1941

75,719

887

1942

183,719

924

1943

288,143

841

1944

241,542

935

1945

21,665

734

1946

20,677

839

1947

34,263

884

1948

20,573

816

1949

12,679

799

1950

7,805

669

1951

8,178

712

1952

3,802

478

1953

3,841

505

1954

3,231

570

1955

6,783

784

1956

1,700

430

1957

4,641

475

1958

1,711

397

1959

819

382

1960

723

555

1961

1,466

547

1962

931

455

1963

574

353

Vessels

Ill

Year
1964

Total Tonnage
481

Number of Vessels
386

1965
1966
1967
1968

551
602
739
58

329
303
350
226

1969
1970

954
391

295
211

The number of vessels includes only registered vessels.
Smaller open boats are not included in these figures.
Approximately 400 to 600 of these smaller boats used the
canal annually.
craft.

Most of these were 7 to 10 ton fishing
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Appendix B.

An Analysis of the Administration and Operation

of St. Peter's Canal.

The earliest known survey of St. Peter's canal was in 1825.
In the 148 years since, various private groups and government
departments have held jurisdiction over the construction,
maintenance and operation of the canal.
The survey work of 1825, 1839 and 1851 was initiated by
the Nova Scotia legislature after considerable pressure from
Cape Bretoners and their elected representatives. The "St.
Peter's Canal Company," formed in 1840, attempted but failed
to recruit sufficient financial resources to build a canal.
In March 1853 the House of Assembly accepted full
responsibility for construction of the canal and appointed
commissioners and approved £17,000 for the project. Eleven
years later, this responsibility was transferred to the Board
of Works, Halifax, set up in 1852 to administer public works
projects in the colony.
On 1 July 1867, the British North America Act gave the
federal government the legal jurisdiction over existing and
proposed canals. It was not until 21 December 1867 that the
federal Department of Public Works came into being under, the
direction of its first Minister, Hon. William McDougall. In
the interim, the Secretary of State for the Colonies and the
provincial Board of Works shared responsibility for the
construction of St. Peter's canal.
The Department of Public Works completed the canal in
1869 and commenced the 1875-80 enlargement program. In 1879
the management, charge and direction of all canal works and
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property appertaining thereto was removed from Public Works
and assigned to a Department of Railways and Canals. St.
Peter's was attached to the Ontario-St. Lawrence Canals
Division, with its headquarters in Cornwall, Ontario. On 2
November 1936 the Department of Transport was handed St.
Peter's Canal.
The canal was administered by Canal Services,
administered first from Ottawa, then moved in 1949 to a
Cornwall, Ontario, office. In 1960 departmental
reorganization led to the setting up of the Marine Works
Branch, Canal Division, to replace the Canal Services section.
In 1972 St. Peter's was transferred to the Department of
Indian Affairs and Northern Development.
A list of the government agencies responsible for St.
Peter's canal follows:
1825-1840: Nova Scotia Legislature
1841-1853: St. Peter's Canal Company
1854-1864: Commissioners, Nova Scotia Legislature
1865-1867: Board of Works, Halifax
1867-1879: Department of Public Works, Ottawa
1879-1936: Department of Railways and Canals, Ottawa
1936-1972: Department of Transport, Ottawa
1972: Department of Indian Affairs and Northern
Development, Ottawa

Provisional List of Lockmasters (Superintendent)
Mathew Dunlop (temporary)
William M. Kavanagh
J.D. Matheson
Jno. H. Devereux
John Morrison
K.M. Matheson
A.V. Kyte
A.D. Morrison
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J. Auld (present lockmaster).

Operating Staff
The first lockmaster of St. Peter's was William M. Kavanagh.
He was appointed in 1869 at a salary of $400 per annum. The
heavy work load proved too much for one operator and, in 1871,
two assistants were appointed at $300 per annum. By 1910 the
staff numbered eight including a lockmaster, four lockmen and
three bridgetenders.
By 1930 this number had been reduced to
3
seven, after one bridgeman had been cut from the payroll.
Prior to 1932, the working hours of staff were based on
the expected flow of traffic during peak season. From the
opening of the canal, usually in mid to late April, until 31
August the staff was on duty from 6:00 A.M. to 9:00 P.M. From
1 September to 31 October the hours were shortened to 6:30
A.M. to 8:00 P.M. and further reduced to 7:00 A.M. to 7 P.M.
after October, until closure.
The long hours, suggested by
these figures, must be tempered by the fact that lockages and
related canal works probably accounted for four to five hours
of actual work each day for the staff.
The nature of the lockmen's duties necessitated two
permanent and two seasonal employees. During the navigation
season the four lockmen performed the actual locking, helped
haul vessels without power or with little power in and out of
the lock and they repaired, where possible, the gate operating
machinery. They also attended to divers, read the tide gauge,
set out night lights and painted the locks, gate operating
machinery, warping posts and canal buildings. In the
off-season, the two permanent employees remained at work
breaking ice and shoveling snow from the canal walkways.
Because the tide fluctuations threatened to damage the timbers
of the lock gates, by forcing sheets of ice against the face
of the gates, the lockmen had to keep an area, around the
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gates, free of ice.
The bridgemen worked the bridge and highway gates,
adjusted both to keep them in proper working order, repaired
the bridge surface, worked the night lamps and painted the
warping posts and bridgemen's shelter near the lake end of the
canal. The superintendent acted as lockmaster, statistical
officer, general repair foreman and bridgemaster for which he
received a salary of $120 per month prior to 1932.
He was
provided with a house, on canal property, at a monthly cost of
8 per cent of his salary. The four lockmen and two bridgemen
had salaries ranging from $72.50 to $92.50 per month, the rate
established by the Civil Service Commission.
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Appendix C.

A Short History of the Lockmaster's House

The only surviving structure from the 1870 period of the canal
is the lockmaster's house, which was completed on 20 October
1876, eight months after work had commenced on the structure.
The original plans were drawn up by Henry F. Perley in 1874
and handed over to S.P. Tuck, the contractor engaged by the
Department of Public Works in 1875 to enlarge St. Peter's
canal. Tuck sub-contracted the building of the house to Mr.
F.S. Cunningham in the fall of 1875, with the provision that
it be completed and ready for occupancy on or before June
1876. A dispute between the contractor and H.F. Perley, the
engineer-in-charge of the works, delayed approval of a site
2
until February 1876.
By October 1876, Cunningham had
completed the structure as specified for a cost of $526.75,
3
somewhat less than the $800 estimated for the work.
The lockmaster's house, or superintendent's residence as
it is now designated, is located on the west side of the
Atlantic entrance, at the northeast corner of the convergence
of the Portage Road and the road from the village. This is
believed to be the site of the 17th century Nicholas Denys
settlement. The house is a single, two storey, cedar
shingled, frame dwelling. The foundation is 24 ft. by 27 ft.
and 15 ft. by 27 ft. with a total floor area of 1053 sq. ft.
The interior has a kitchen, living room, dining room, four
bedrooms, one bathroom and office. The residence is serviced
by an oil furnace, water heater and telephone.
Major renovations have been done to the back wing of the
house. The work involved removal of the three stone chimneys
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and their replacement with a red brick chimney on the west
side of the structure. The back wing was raised to a two
storey level and linked to the main structure, after the
removal of a part of the upper north wall. No accurate dating
of these renovations has been possible. The closest
approximation would be the late 1890s or early 1900s.
The reports of the lockmaster to the superintendent
engineer in Cornwall, Ontario, refer to occasional exterior
and interior painting, replacement of broken window panes and
shutters and plaster repairs. In 1936, $150 was spent to
rebuild the porch and in the same year two galvanized hot
water tanks were added. In 1955-56 the new plumbing and
heating systems were installed.
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Appendix D.

An Brief Description of the Freight Passed

Through and the Vessels Using the Canal

In July 1869, Captain Publicover of Canso took his chartered
schooner the Morning Star through St. Peter's canal, to the
sounds of the national anthem and the "Meeting of the Waters."
In the years since this first passage, schooners, steamers and
lakers of all classes have plied the waters of the canal,
transporting passengers, freight and mails to their
dest inat ion.
St. Peter's canal was constructed to facilitate the
exploitation of Cape Breton's natural resources. It also
provided a safe channel for the importation of goods into the
area surrounding the Bras d'Or Lakes. In the first seven
years of operation an average of five hundred vessels, all
sail, passed through the canal carrying 12,000 to 13,000 tons
of goods per year. Southbound schooners were loaded with
coal, fish, lumber and several other commodities; the
northbound vessels brought in flour and agricultural produce
purchased in Prince Edward Island and mainland Nova Scotia
markets. Four thousand, six hundred and thirty five passages
were recorded before 1876 and the average capacity of the
2
vessels involved in the trade was 36.6 tons.
The canal was closed in 1876 and re-opened in 1880.
Between 1881 and 1903 the total tonnage of freight, charged a
toll, increased from 14,826 tons to 90,864 tons. In most
years coal accounted for more than 50 per cent of all freight,
with agricultural products, fish, lumber and flour trailing
behind.
Canal freight statistics for 1900 reveal that
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vessels heading south were transporting several goods in
varying quantities: coal, cement, waterlime, sand, clay, flax
and hemp, gypsum, iron, marble, stone, barrels, firewood,
lumber masts, railway ties, shingles and squared timber.
Their lakebound counterparts carried: firewood, tin, sugar,
beets, spirits, salt, stone for cutting, paint, potatoes,
oats, nails, molasses, meal, meat, hay, flour, bricks, apples
and vegetables.
In the two decades after 1880, a growing number of
schooners and steamers made use of the opportunity afforded by
the canal. Schooners remained the prime user accounting for
70 per cent of the registered traffic. The balance was picked
up by propellor and paddle steamers running daily, weekly, and
bi-weekly from Halifax, Chariottetown and Port Hastings to
Sydney and other Cape Breton communities. The 237 ton steamer
Clyde of the Cape Breton Steamship Company, the 46 ft. wide
steamer Marion of the Bras d'Or Lake Steam Company and the
St. Lawrence Steam Navigation Company steamer George Shattuck,
129 ft. in length and drawing 17.5 ft., were frequent visitors
to the canal in the 1880s and 1890s.5
In the pre-World War I period, the canal remained a very
important factor in the general coasting trade of the province
of Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. Vessels brought
large quantities of farm produce into Cape Breton from Prince
Edward Island and returned to Chariottetown with supplies of
limestone taken from the Bras d'Or quarries. Gypsum boats, too
large for the canal lock, used the northern route out of the
lakes but a large part of the coal shipped from Sydney to the
Maritime provinces still passed through the canal when it was
closed for improvements in 1915.
In the interwar period, total tonnage averaged 50,000 to
70,000 tons, a sum similar to the pre-1914 days.
The type of
freight that passed through the canal changed little in these
years. Minerals topped the export column, followed by
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agricultural products, manufactured goods, forest products and
animal produce. Two other trends were noticeable. The first
was a sharp drop in the tonnage of freight passed through
during the Depression, and the second was a decline in the
number of vessels using the canal. The former trend reflected
general stagnation in the economy of the early 1930s. By
1934, the tonnage figures had recovered to their former level
and the downward trend was temporarily alleviated. The
decline in the number of passages did not augur well for St.
Peter's Canal. This was not a temporary setback but a direct
result of changes in shipping patterns. The rising cost of
transportation and the consequent need for larger storage area
had brought steel vessels onto the seas. The schooners and
steamers, unable to compete with the bigger, longer and wider
freighters were marked for extinction as freight carriers. By
the late 1930s St. Peter's Canal was unable to accommodate the
larger of the new vessels, and was, therefore, slated for
extinction as a canal of commercial importance.
In 1939 World War II broke out and the canal experienced
Q

its greatest boom.
In the peak years of 1942-44 the total
tonnage passed through the canal increased three-fold. The
war time demand for Cape Breton's coal was the reason for this
development. In 1943 288,143 tons of freight passed through
the canal of which 251,355 tons was coal shipped in vessels of
lower laker class, 253 ft. in length. The end of the war
brought a 95 per cent drop in freight tonnage and a downward
movement in recorded passages. In 1950 the quantity of
freight dropped below 10,000 tons and the number of vessels
below seven hundred. In 1960 the freight tonnage was below
1000 tons and the passages below five hundred, where both have
Q

remained since.
Road, rail and air transport were major
factors in this downward trend that had begun with the arrival
of steel freighters.
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Appendix E.

A List of Land Expropriations at St. Peter's,

Cape Breton, and a Statement of Active Leases and Licenses

Expropriat ions
Date
19 August 1854

3 August 1855

31 December 1875

Land
Thirteen acres (13.0) of land
expropriated from C D . Archibald
and George Handley for canal
purposes at St. Peter's, Cape
1
Breton.
Nine and one-tenth acres (9.1)
acres expropriated on the east
side of St. Peter's isthmus, Cape
2
Breton.
Two and one-half acres (2.5)
expropriated with all buildings
and erections on the west side of
St. Peter's isthmus to allow for
the improvement works of 1876-80.
The property was claimed by no
one.

3 May 1887

Narrow strip of land acquired for
building of road from canal to
4
village of St. Peter's.

3 J u l y 1912

Three and n i n e - t e n t h s of an acre
(3.9) e x p r o p r i a t e d from J . A .
G i l l i e s to allow the improvement
work of 1912-1918. 5
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26 August 1912

27 June 1930

10 October 1930

Three and there-quarters of an
acre (3.75) expropriated from
water front lot owned by Mr. R.C.
Morrison. Land to be used as dump
and for obtaining gravel.
One tenth of an acre (0.1)
expropriated for re-alignment of
the Halifax Sydney road in
connection with the new bridge.
Less than one-tenth of an acre
(0.10) expropriated from J.A.
Gillies for realignment of main
Q

road over swing bridge.

Active Leases and Licences
Number
(Leases)
27917

Signer

Date
1 December 1929

43330
50024

Eastern Oil and Service
Stat ion
Texaco Canada Limited
Nova Scotia Power

51708

Commi ssion
L.E. Imam

68372
68911

Corporation of the
village of St. Peter's
Canadian National
Railway

1 May 1948
1 April 1953
1 January 1954
1 January 1962
15 June 1962

9
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Appendix F.

A Review of the Swing Bridges Erected at St.

Peter's Canal

The first bridge erected at St. Peter's, on the main "Post
Road" from Halifax to Sydney, was a wooden "Howe truss" model,
14 ft. wide and 87 ft. long. Horse drawn carriages and
wagons, transporting goods to and from the village of St.
Peter's, made up the overwhelming percentage of its traffic.
Schooners, requiring 25 ft. of clearance or more, temporarily
halted this traffic, by forcing the bridgetenders to swing the
bridge open, to permit the passage of the vessels, through the
canal. The bridge abutments and pivot pier were built by
masons who resided at St. Peter's with locally quarried
sandstone. The east abutment and pivot pier were provided
with an arch to allow passengers from vessels to walk along
the canal banks. The early progress reports indicate the
bridge was in place in 1869. However, the date of its
construction and its cost remain unknown.
In 1875 the canal enlargement program, involving the
addition of 22 ft., to the width of the canal, specified the
erection of a new swing bridge. The design, compiled by Henry
F. Perley in 1874, was similar to that of the earlier
structure. (It is possible that the original bridge was
simply renovated and upgraded to permit its use on the new
canal cut). Masonry repairs were carried out on the top and
sides of the east abutment to allow its utilization in the
proposed structure. The central pivot pier was rebuilt and a
swing mechanism installed. The small shoulder abutment on the
west side was rebuilt in masonry to support the oak
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superstructure. The arch in the pivot pier and east abutment
had an approximate width of 10 ft. and a height of 15 ft. The
road surface was fabricated with 3 in. pine planking placed
across an oak base.
The operating mechanism and the bridge superstructure
received minor repairs until 1891. These consisted of annual
or bi-annual paintings, replacement of worn or damaged
timbers, the re-surfacing of the road planking and renewal of
parts in the hand operated, opening and closing device. A
gradual movement of the entire structure to the west, on
account of a weak foundation in the pivot pier, forced the
removal of the latter and the complete rebuilding of the pier
on a solid rock foundation in 1891.
In the second decade of the 20th century the canal works
were given a major overhaul and the swing bridge was replaced.
In 1918 the task of removing the 1876 span was contracted out
to the Maritime Bridge Company. The old span was dismantled,
a ledge of masonry was removed from the top of the east
abutment, the pivot pier was rebuilt from just below the
swivel mechanism and a new west abutment was constructed. A
steel span, which had been built by the Dominion Bridge
Company in 1897 for the canal at Cardinal, Ontario was
transferred to St. Peter's and erected on the abutments. The
entire operation took less than six months and was completed
by April 1919.
The 1919 bridge had a short life. Eleven years after its
opening to traffic, the Department of Railways and Canals
engineers investigated its foundations and superstructure, and
concluded that the steel span had to be replaced. The
increased pressure and weight of motor vehicles, primarily
lumber trucks, which used the road into Cape Breton, was not
anticipated in the 1897 stress plans and was cited as the
cause of the unexpected damage. The task of building and
erecting the fourth bridge was assigned to the Standard Steel
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Construction Company of Port Robinson, Ontario. A wooden
bailey bridge was installed alongside the steel span to
accommodate the road traffic and within a few months the job
was successfully completed. The masonry pivot pier and west
abutment were torn down and replaced with concrete abutments
filled and packed with granular material. Concrete coping was
added to the original, east abutment to facilitate the
placement of the 135 ft. long, 16.75 ft. wide, new steel span.
The 1931 bridge is still in use today. Two bridgetenders,
sheltered in a little hut on the canal's west bank, open
and close the bridge, whenever a vessel sounds the approach
signal. Periodic repairs to the ashphalt surface and damaged
steel beams comprised most of the 1930 and 1940 repair work.
In the last two decades serious structural damage has appeared
in the abutments. Again, the increasing pressure exerted by
vehicles with heavy loads, compounded by the bad highway
approaches which place undue lateral pressure on the abutments
are the prime factors for this development.
In August 1963, after numerous reports detailing the
difficulties entailed in operating the bridge, a thorough
inspection of the bridge was undertaken by the superintendents
of St. Peter's and Canso canals, a bridge engineer from Marine
Services, Halifax, and the superintendent engineer from the
office of the Rideau-Nova Scotia Canals Section. Their
conclusion was unanimous. Extensive repairs were necessary
and a further inspection was recommended.
The bridge experts of the Maritime Steel and Foundries
Company, a Halifax organization, were asked to submit a report
on the condition of the bridge. The report concurred with
that of the government personnel on all points and emphasized
the urgency of the situation. Without further delay, a bailey
bridge was placed adjacent to the swing bridge and $33,578 was
invested in the rehabilitation of the steel structure.
Two years later the invest igators were back at
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St. Peter's. The east abutment, a very high narrow structure
with long wing walls had begun to crack. Composed of one
hundred year old masonry, the abutment begun to crack under
the combined effects of weathering, the settlement of its
foundation and the pressure of vehicles braking on the road.
The west abutment had lurched forward as a result of frost and
the increased loads to such an extent that each spring the
face of the breast wall had to be chipped to allow turning of
the steel span.
In the summer of 1966 D.J. Grant, of Antigonish,
commenced work on the abutments. The old masonry work was
removed to a level below the crack and the entire east
abutment faced and built up with concrete. The interior was
packed with granular fill. Repairs were carried out on the
west abutment, under the bearing pads, to prevent further
shattering of the concrete.

127

Endnotes

Introduction
1 John P. Heisler, "The Canals of Canada," Canadian
Historic Sites; Occasional Papers in Archaeology and
History, (Ottawa: Parks Canada, 1971), pp. 2-4.
2

Nova Scotia, Public Archives (hereafter cited as PANS),
Journal of the House of Assembly, 14 Feb. 1826.

3

Canada. Public Archives (hereafter cited as PAC),
General Report of the Department of Public Works,
1867-1882, p. 799.

4

John Uniacke, Uniacke's Sketches of Cape Breton and
Other Papers Relating to Cape Breton Island, ed. and
trans. C. Bruce Fergusson (Halifax: Public Archives of
Nova Scotia, 1958), pp. 16-9.

The Meeting of the Waters," 1825-69
1 Thomas Chandler Haliburton, An Historical and
Statistical Account of Nova Scotia... (Halifax: J. Howe,
1829), pp. 238-40.
2 PANS, Journal of the House of Assembly, 20 Feb. 1826.
3 T.C. Haliburton, op. cit., p. 240.
4 Ibid.
5 Walter Bromley, A General Description of Nova Scotia
(Halifax: Clement H. Belcher, 1825), pp. 196-7.
6 Ibid.
7
8

PANS, Journal of the House of Assembly, 5 April 1825.
"Elevations of the Portage from St. Peter's Bay to Bras

128

9
10
11
12

d'Or Lake," July 1839, in possession of Mr. McLean, St.
Peter's, Cape Breton.
Ibid.
PAC, Journal of the House of Assembly, Nova Scotia
(hereafter cited Journal, NS), 14 March 1840.
Ibid., 19 March 1840.

13

Nova Scotia. Laws, Statutes, etc. Acts of the General
Assembly of the Province of Nova Scotia (hereafter
cited as Nova Scotia, Laws), 3 Vict., cap. 35, "An Act
to Incorporate a company, to be called the St. Peter's
Canal Company."
PAC, Journal, NS, 18 March 1841, App. 46, p. 138.

14
15
16
17

Ibid., 3 March 1841.
Ibid., 23 Feb. 1848.
Ibid., App. 101, 11 April 1848.
Ibid.

18
19

Ibid.
Ibid., 4 Feb. 1850.

20
21

Ibid., 21 March 1851, App. 45, pp. 178-80.
Ibid.

22
23
24

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.

25

27
28

Nova Scotia, Laws, 14 Vict., cap. 32, "An Act to amend
the Act to Incorporate the St. Peter's Canal Company."
Statement of a constituent, 8 Feb. 1853, in possession
of Mr. McLean, St. Peter's, Cape Breton.
Ibid.
Ibid.

29

Ibid.

30
31

Ibid.
Nova Scotia, Laws, 16 Vict., cap. 35, "An Act to
provide for the construction of Saint Peter's Canal."
PANS, RG1, Vol. 263, fol. 47, 26 April 1853.

26

32

129

33
34
35
36
37
38

41
42
43

Ibid., fol. 68-1/2, 16 May 1853.
PAC, Journal, NS, 1854, App. 6, pp. 73-4.
Ibid., 28 March 1854.
Ibid., 29 March 1954.
Ibid., 1855, App. 20, pp. 151-2.
Archibald and Handley to St. Peter's Canal
Commissioners, 19 July 1854, in possession of Mr.
McLean, St. Peter's, Cape Breton.
Ibid., 29 Aug. 1854.
PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 274, McCarthy to Bradley, 28 Sept.,
1891.
PAC, Journal, NS., 1855, App. 20, pp. 151-2.
Ibid., pp. 154-5.
Ibid., p. 152.

44

Ibid., pp. 151-4.

45
46
47
48
49
50
51

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

1857, App. 5, p. 21.
p. 22.
pp. 22-34.

52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61

Ibid.,
Ibid. ,
Ibid. ,
Ibid. ,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid. ,
Ibid. ,

pp. 25-6.
p. 26.
p. 34.
p. 29.
p. 28.
1859, App. 6, p. 496.
pp. 497-8.
p. 498.
p. 497.
pp. 499-500.

62
63

Ibid., 28 March 1860.
Ibid., 8 May 1860.

39
40

1857, App. 5, p. 34.
p. 24.
2 April 1857.

130

64
65

Ibid., 1865, App. 16, p. 1.
Ibid. , p. 4.

66
67

Ibid., pp. 4-5.
Nova Scotia, Laws, 28 Vict., cap. 15, "An Act to amend
the Act to provide for the construction of the St.
Peter's Canal."

68
69

PANS, Vertical MS5, fol. 1, 2 July 1865.
PAC, Journal, NS, 1866, App. 24, p. 1.

70
71

Ibid. , p. 3.
PAC, RG11, III, Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 16 March 1868.

72
73
74
75

Ibid.
PAC, Journal, NS, 1868, App. 15, p. 2.
Ibid., 1867, App. 10, p. 1.
PAC, RG11, III, Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 16 March 1868.

76
77

Canada. Laws, Statutes, etc. 31 Vict., cap. 12.
PAC, Journal, NS, 1868, App. 15, p. 2.

78
79

Ibid.
PAC, RG11, III, Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 16 March 1868.

80
81

Ibid. , 24 April 1868.
Ibid., Page to McDougall, 24 Oct. 1868.

82
83

Ibid.
I b i d . , V o l . 4 5 5 , f o l . 3 1 , McNab t o M c D o u g a l l , 27 O c t .
1868.
Ibid.
Ibid., Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 10 February 1870.
Canada, Canal Commission, Letter to the Hon., the
Secretary of State, p. 26.

84
85
86

"Too narrow, too shallow," 1870-80
1
2
3

PAC, RG11, 111, Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 24 March,
18 70.
Ibid., Kavanagh to Ross, 21 Feb. 1871.
Ibid., McNab to Braun, 25 May 1870.

131

4
5

Ibid., 26 January 1870.
Ibid., Kenny to Privy Council, 15 March 1870.

6
7

Ibid., McNab to Braun, 15 June 1871.
Ibid., McNab to Braun, 25 Jan. 1872.

8

Canada, Canal Commission, Letter to the Honourable
Secretary of State, 1871, p. 244.

9

PAC, RG11, 111, Vol. 50, McNab to Braun, 4 April 1873.

10

Ibid.

11
12
13
14

Ibid.
PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 117, Perley to Braun.
Ibid.
PAC, RG11, 111, Vol. 339, abstract of tenders, 13 May
1875.
Ibid., 8 July 1875.

15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

Ibid., Tuck to Mackenzie, 7 Jan. 1876.
Ibid.
Ibid., Perley to Braun, 25 Jan. 1876.
Ibid., 20 March 1876.
Ibid., 4 May 1876.
Ibid., order in council, 26 May 1876.
Bras d'Or Gazette, 13, 20 and 27 May, 16 June 1896.
PAC, RG11, 111, Vol. 339, McRae to Mackenzie, 14 Oct.
1876.
Ibid., Perley to Braun, 26 April 1877.
Ibid. , 7 July 1877.
Ibid.
PAC, RG11, 111, Vol. 340, Perley to Tuck, 20 Aug. 1877.
Ibid., Perley to Braun, 22 Oct. 1877.
Ibid.
Ibid., order in council, 14 Feb. 1878.
Ibid., petition to Flynn, 26 Dec. 1878.
Ibid., Perley to Braun, 12 March 1878.
Ibid.
Ibid.

132

35
36

Ibid.
Ibid., Perley to Braun, 18 Oct. 1878.

37

Canada, General Report of Department of Public Works,
11, 1867-82, p. 799.

38

PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 273.

The Age of the Schooner, 1880-1900
1 PAC, RG11, III, Vol. 50, Kavanagh to Mackenzie, 24
March 1871.
2
3

Ibid., Perley to Braun, 14 Sept. 1874.
PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 272, Perley to Braun, 16 March
1883.

4

Ibid.

5
6

9
10

Ibid., abstract of tenders, 4 Sept. 1883.
PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 273, Perley to Bradley, 28 Dec.
18 83.
Canada, Report of Department of Railways and Canals,
1885, St. Peter's Canal.
PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 272, Perley to Bradley, 31 Dec.
1890.
Ibid.
Ibid.

11

Ibid.

12
13
14
15

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

16

Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1891, St. Peter's Canal.

17
18
19
20

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

7
8

Perley to Bradley, 16 Jan. 1891.
abstract of tender, 19 March 1891.
Vol. 274, McCarthy to Trudeau, 28 Sept. 1892.
Vol. 273, McCarthy to Trudeau, 6 April 1891.

1893.
1892.
1893.
1893.

133

21
22

Ibid., 1894.
PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 274, abstract of tenders, 18 Oct.
1894.

23

Ibid., Vol. 3, Donoghue to McCarthy, 3 April 1895.

24

26

Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1895, St. Peter's Canal.
PAC, RG43, B3, Vol. 3, Donoghue to McCarthy, 6 April
18 95.
Ibid., McCarthy to Schreiber, 8 April 1895.

27
28
29
30
31

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.
Ibid.,
Ibid. ,

32
33
34
35

Ibid., McCarthy to Schreiber, 24 April 1895.
Ibid. , 30 May 1895.
Ibid.
Ibid., Donoghue to Tupper, 30 May 1895.

36
37

Ibid., Monroe to Schreiber, 8 June 1895.
Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1895, St. Peter's Canal.
Ibid., 1896.

25

38

Donoghue to McCarthy, 8 April 1895.
13 April 1895.
Schreiber to McCarthy, 19 April 1895.
20 April 1895.

Canal Realignment; 20th Century Change, 1900-20
1 Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1898, St. Peter's Canal.
2 See Appendix A, Table 1.
3 Canada, Reports of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1899-1905, St. Peter's Canal.
4 Ibid., 1906.
5 Ibid., 1907.
6

PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 115, Devereux to Butler, 31 July
1907.

134

7
8

Ibid., Ross to Butler, 27 Sept. 1907.
Ibid.

9
10

Ibid., Sargent to Butler, 20 May 1908.
Ibid. , 28 Sept. 1910.

11

Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and Canals
for 1909, St. Peter's Canal.

12
13
14

PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 115, Sargent to Butler, 28 Sept.
1910.
Ibid.
Ibid., June 1911.

15
16
17
18
19
20

Ibid.,
Ibid. ,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

27 Sept. 1911.
11 Oct. 1911.
Vol. 116, 15 Jan. 1913.
Vol. 115, progress report No. 3, Aug. 1912.
Vol. 116, progress report No. 15, Sept. 1913.
progress report No. 7, Dec. 1912.

21
22
23
24

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

Weller to Sargent, 9 June 1913.
Sargent to Bowden, 29 Oct. 1913.
Sargent to Weller, 18 March 1914.
memo to minister, 7 May 1914.

25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid. ,

35
36
37
38

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

Weller to Bowden, 1 May 1914.
Sargent to Bowden, 30 April 1914.
memo to minister, 20 May 1914.
Bowden to Sargent, 23 June 1914.
Sargent to Bowden, 26 June 1914.
Vol. 115, Sargent to Bowden, 23 July 1914.
10 Aug. 1914.
memo to Sargent, 10
progress report No.
progress report No.
Vol. 116, Weller to

Aug. 1914.
25, Dec. 1914.
27, May 1915.
Bowden, 20 Oct. 1915.

135

39
40

Ibid., Vol. 115, Sargent to Bowden, 31 July 1915.
Ibid., progress report No. 31, Sept. 1915.

41
42
43
44

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

45
46
47

Ibid., Sargent to Bowden, 12 June 1916.
Ibid., progress report No. 42, Aug. 1916.
Ibid.

48

Ibid., Sargent to Bowden, 12 June 1916.

49
50
51
52

Ibid., Weller to Bowden, 10 Oct. 1916.
Ibid., Sargent to Bowden, 2 Jan. 1917.
Ibid., Vol. 117, progress report No. 54, Oct. 1917.
Ibid., Weller to Bowden, 1 May 1917, 27 May 1918, 18
May 1920.

53

Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1920.

Vol. 116, progress estimate No. 34, Dec. 1915.
order in council, 6 Jan. 1916.
Sargent to Bowden, 8 May 1916.
Bowden to Sargent, 9 June 1916.

The Last Half-Century; A Disappearing Purpose, 1920-70
1
2

PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 208, 17 May 1923.
Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1925, St. Peter's Canal.

3

PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 208, progress estimate No. 2, Sept.
1924.
Ibid., progress estimate No. 4, 22 Nov. 1924.
Ibid., progress estimate No. 3, 11 Oct. 1924.
Ibid., progress estimate No. 6, 9 Jan. 1925.
Ibid., memo to minister, 15 June 1926.
Ibid., progress estimate No. 10, 12 Sept. 1925.
Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1928, St. Peter's Canal.

4
5
6
7
8
9
10

PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 218, Sargent to Dubuc, 12 Jan.
1931.

136

11
12

Ibid., Vol. 72, memo to department, 20 April 1931.
Ibid., Vol. 218, Sargent to Dubuc, 2 July 1933.

13
14
15
16
17

Ibid., 29 July 1935.
Ibid.
Ibid., progress reports, 12 Oct. 1935 to 26 Dec. 1935.
Ibid.
Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1931, St. Peter's Canal.
Ibid., 1947, Canal Services, St. Peter's Canal.
Ibid., 1949, Canal Services, St. Peter's Canal.
Canada, Department of Transport, Canal Records, No.
4253-66-1, Parker to West, 13 July 1950.

18
19
20
21

Ibid.

22

Canada, Report of the Department of Transport, 1946,

23

24
25
26
27

canal services.
Canada, Department of Indian and Northern Affairs
(hereafter cited as DINA), Canal Records (hereafter
cited as C R ) , No. 4253-66-1, Parker to West, 9 June
1950.
Canada, Report of the Department of Transport, 1953,
canal services, St. Peter's Canal.
DINA, CR, No. 4272-66-5, improvement vote, 25 Nov.
1952.
Ibid., No. 4282-66-5, memo to MacEachen, 20 Sept. 1955.
Canada, Department of Transport, Maritime Branch, No.
4282-5.

28

Ibid., Morrison to Parker, 8 May 1956.

29

DINA, CR, No. 4282-66-5, Parker to West, 6 Sept. 1955.

30

Ibid., No. 4282-61-1, memo to Parker, 22 April 1958.

31

Ibid., Parker to Ballinger, 24 June 1963.

32

Canada, Department of Transport, Maritime Branch, No.
4282-5, Kyte to Clark, 12 May 1964.
DINA, CR, No. 5253-66-1, Weston Ballinger, 29 March
1968.

33

137

34

Ibid.

35

Ibid., No. 4052-211, Morrison to Clark, 8 May 1959.

36

Ibid., Gruber to Ballinger, 13 Aug. 1963.

37

Ibid., Memo to Minister, 25 June 1964.

38

DINA, CR, No. 4052-211, Granz to Ballinger, 22 June
1965.

39

Ibid.

40

Canada, Department of Transport, Maritime Branch, No.
4056-L, Willet to Granz, 6 June 1966.

41

Ibid., No. 4284-66-1, Farmer to Sutherland, 13 Aug.
1968.
Ibid.
Ibid., Sutherland to Farmer, 20 Sept. 1968.
Ibid., No. 4272-66-5, memo to department, 19 April
1972.

42
43
44

Appendix B. An Analysis of the Administration and Operation
of St. Peter's Canal
1
2

Canada. Laws, Statutes, etc., 42 Vict. cap. 7 and 1
Edw. 8, cap. 34.
PAC, RG43, B2, Vol. 307, 2 March 1910.

3

Ibid., Vol. 218, memo, 12 Jan. 1931.

4

Ibid.

5
6
7

Ibid., Vol. 72, Sargent to Bradley, 29 April 1930.
Ibid.
Ibid., Vol. 218, memo, 12 Jan. 1931.

Appendix C. A Short History of the Lockmaster's House
1 PAC, RG11, III, Vol. 340, Cunningham to Mackenzie, 25
June 1878.
2
3

Ibid., Vol. 339, Perley to Braun, 20 March 1876.
Ibid., Vol. 340, Cunningham to Mackenzie, 25 June 1878.

138

4

DINA, CR, No. 4102-66-4, 1934-69.

Appendix D.

An Brief Description of the Freight Passed

Through and the Vessels Using the Canal
1 Nova Scotian, 13 Sept. 1869, p. 6.
2 Canada. Statistics Canada, Canal Statistics, 1870-76.
3 Ibid., 1880-1903.
4 Ibid., 1900.
5 PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 273, 5 Oct. 1883, 13 May 1884.
6

Canada, Report of the Department of Railways and
Canals, 1912.

7
8

Canada, Statistics Canada, Canal Statistics, 1918-39.
Ibid., 1939-45.

9

Ibid., 1946-70.

Appendix E.

A List of Land Expropriations at St. Peter's,

Cape Breton, and a Statement of Active Leases and Licenses
1 PAC, RG43, Bl, Vol. 274, McCarthy to Bradley, 28 Sept.
1911.
2
3
4
5
6

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., Vol. 342, 2 April 1912.
Ibid., Vol. 344, 27 May 1912.

7
8
9

Ibid., Vol. 396, 27 June 1930.
Ibid., Vol. 397, 14 August 1930.
DINA, CR, No. 4601-66 - No. 4708-66-12.

139

Bibliography

Bras d 'Or Gazette (St. Peter's)
1896-98.
Brinley, Gordon
A Way to Cape Breton.
1936.

McClelland and Stewart, Toronto,

Bromley, Walter
A General Description of Nova Scotia.
Halifax, 1825.

C.H. Belcher,

Brown, Richard
A History of the Island of Cape Breton.
Marston, London, 1869.

Sampson, Low, Son &

Canada. Canal Commission.
Report of Canal Commission Respecting the Improvement of
Inland Navigation of the Dominion of Canada. Queen's
Printer, Ottawa, 1871.
Canada. Department of Indian Affairs and Northern
Development.
Canal Records (a collection of files dealing primarily with
post-1940 work on the canal by Department of Transport
engineers).

140

Canada.

Department of Public Works.

General Report of the Department of Public Works.

Queen's

Printer, Ottawa, 1867-1882.
An

JllifLL Report of the Department of Public Works, 1883-89,
1899-1970. Ottawa, 1884-1890, 1900-1971.

Canada. Department of Railways and Canals.
Annual Report of the Department of Railways and Canals,
1879-1936. Ottawa, 1880-1937.
Canada. Department of Transport.
Annual Report of the Department of Transport, 1937-1970.
Ottawa 1938-1971.
Canal Services (supplement to annual report with data on
cost of building, operating and improving the canal since
1867).
Canal Statistics (statistics on type and quantity of freight
passed through the canal since the 1870s).
Annual Statistical Report for Marine Services and Air
Servi ces (supplement to statistical study put out by the
department).
Canada. Parliament.
Statutes of Canada. Ottawa, 1867-1967.
Canada.

Public Archives.

RG2, Privy Council, Orders-in-Counci1, 1867-1970
RG11, Department of Public Works, Series 3, Numbered
correspondence, 1860-79
RG12, Department of Transport
RG43, Department of Railways and Canal, Series Bl, B2, B3

141

Denys, Nicholas
The Description and Natural History of the Coasts of North
America. Ed. and trans. W.F. Ganong, Champlain Society,
Toronto, 1908.
Fergusson, C. Bruce, ed.
Uniake's Sketches of Cape Breton and Other Papers Relating
to Cape Breton Island.

Public Archives of Nova Scotia,

Halifax, 1958.
Gow, John M.
Cape Breton Illustrated: Historic, Picturesque and
Descriptive. William Briggs, Toronto, 1893.
Haliburton, Thomas Chandler
An Historical and Statistical Account of Nova Scotia.
Howe, Halifax, 1829. Vol. 1.

J.

Heisler, John P.
"The Canals of Canada." Canadian Historic Sites: Occasional
Papers in Archaeology and History, No. 8 (1973). Ottawa.
Keefer, T.C.
The Canadian Canals, Their History and Cost With An Inquiry
Into the Policy. Rollo and Adam, Toronto, 1865.
The Canals of Canada. Gazette Printing Co., Montreal, 1894.
MacGregor, J.
Historical and Descriptive Sketches of the Maritime Colonies
of British America. Longman, London, 1828.
MacNutt, W.S.
The Atlantic Provinces.
1965.

McClelland and Stewart, Toronto,

142

McLean Papers, St. Peters, Nova Scotia (private ms.)
Morning Chronicle (Halifax)
1876, 1895.
Morning Post (Halifax)
1846.
Nova Scotia.
Laws of Nova Scotia, to 1867
Nova Scotia.

House of Assembly.

Journal of the House of Assembly of Nova Scotia to 1869.
Nova Scotia. Ministry of Transport.
Dormant files on work since 1940.
Nova Scotia.

Regional Branch.

Public Archives.

RG1
St. Peter's Canal
A.J. White Ms.
Nova Scotian (Halifax)
1969.
Rawlyk, G.A.
Historical Essays on the Atlantic Provinces.
Stewart, Toronto, 1967.

McClelland and

Vernon, C.W.
Cape Breton. Canada at the Beginning of the Twentieth
Century. Nation Publishing Co., Toronto, 1903.

144

1

A map of Nova Scotia. St. Peter's canal is located in
the south-eastern corner of Cape Breton, approximately
200 miles from Halifax. One half-mile long, the canal
links the Atlantic Ocean and the Bras d'Or Lakes. The
channel has one lock, 300 ft. long, 47.5 ft. wide and
16.5 ft. deep. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs.)
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2

A map of the St. Peter's Area. The canal at St.
Peter's provides a navigable channel between St.
Peter's Bay and St. Peter's Inlet. On the Atlantic
side, the Bay provides a commodious harbour and a
sheltered approach to the canal. The inlet is a
narrow, six and one-half mile channel into the Bras
d'Or Lakes. (Public Archives Canada.)
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3

Plan of St. Peter's canal, 1825. Francis Hall, a civil
engineer, executed the first survey of St. Peter's
canal. He chose a canal line through a marshy area
instead of a cut through a timber area. This line was
to the south and west of the public "Haulover Road."
The limestone quarries were to provide stone for the
canal walls and bridge abutments. The smaller
"redoubt" to the west of the canal line has been
destroyed. Today the lockmaster's house occupies this
site (see App. C ) . The foundation mark of the old
"redoubt," on Mount Granville, is still visible.
(Thomas Chandler Haliburton. An Historical and
Statistical Account of Nova Scotia.)
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4

Profile of excavation work, 1854-64. Nine
cross-sections at stations along the canal line which
indicate the depth of the excavation and the angle of
the slopes. In 1864 the depth of the cut ranged from
20 ft. at the entrances to a maximum of 70 ft. at
station 9.50. The slope of clay excavation was 1.5 to
1. The material excavated was a hard red clay,
intermixed with gravel and boulders, overlaying a
syenitic rock base. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs. )
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5

Cross Section of St. Peter's Canal, February 1866. The
canal was to have a width of 22 ft. at bottom and 28.6
ft. at high-water level. The sides of the canal were
to be sloped to 1.5:1. The base of the slope on the
west side was levelled to permit its use as a tow path.
Borings were taken to determine the position of earth
and rock layers in the soil. (Public Archives of Nova
Scot ia.)
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6

Plan of the proposed enlargement, 5 September 1875. In
1876 construction began on the second St. Peter's
Canal. The plan was to increase the width of the canal
from 26 ft. to 48 ft. To accomplish this the west bank
was cut back 22 ft. A new lock 200 ft. by 48 ft. by 18
ft. was constructed to the west of the first lock. The
old lock was filled with a clay and stone material.
Five feet were added to the depth of the canal, a
timber retaining wall was erected on the west bank and
dredging was done at both entrances (see Fig. 7 ) .
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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7

Cross Sections of excavation, 17 June 1875. The
excavation work began in 1876 and terminated in 1880.
The new lock was built to the west of the 1869 lock
chamber. The retaining wall on the west side was
constructed of hemlock timber (the section numbers
correspond to the numbers in Fig. 6 ) . (Department of
Indian and Norther Affairs.)
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8

Plan of the new lock and lock gates, 17 June 1875. The
lock chamber was built by Mr. S.P. Tuck and Mr. J.
Kennedy. The floor consisted of wooden planks which
were laid across each other at a 90 degree angle.
Eight iron tracks were spiked to the floor timbers, to
allow for the opening and closing of the gates. The
lock walls, which were composed of sandstone masonry,
rested on top of the floor planks. (Department of
Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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9

Plan of the lock operating machinery. The operating
machinery consisted of a steel frame which was bolted
to the masonry coping. A chain was lowered from the
roller of the frame through the masonry of the lock
wall. The end of the chain was attached to the heel of
the gate. A second chain was lowered, in a similar
manner, from the opposite lock wall. The end of this
chain was fastened to the gate below the valves. To
open or close the gate the lockmen synchronized the
movement of the surface rollers. (Department of Indian
and Northern Affairs.)
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10

The lock operating machinery, 22 September 1910. The
lock gates were set in their hollow quoin position.
They were clasped to the copinq of the wall by means of
a heel fastening, which consisted of a roller passing
loosely around the wooden knee on the heel of the gate.
The cellar was fastened to the coping of the wall by
two iron straps. The circular metal barrels provided a
covering for the valve operating machinery. The valve
pipes are visible below the top bar of the gate.
(Public Archives Canada, C53886.)
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Plan of lock gates, 1879. The lock gates were built of
untreated, pitchpine plank, which was 6 in. to 9 in.
thick. The gates were installed in 1878-79 and removed
in 1896. The water entered the lock chamber by means
of the two foot valves (7.5 ft. by 2.6 ft.) which were
located 12 in. from the bottom of each gate. The
valves were opened and closed by turning the swivel
bars which were fastened to the walkway of the lock
gates. (Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the lockmaster's house, 15 June 1875. The
house was built in 1876 by Mr. F.S. Cunningham for
$526.75. The house stands today as the only reminder
of the canal's early history (See App. C ) . (Department
of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the swing-bridge, 1876.

In 1876 an oak frame

swing-bridge was erected at St. Peter's.

The masonry

foundation of the east abutment, which was erected in
the 1860s, was extended to support the bridge.

A

masonry pivot pier and the west abutment were built to
accommodate the super-structure.
"Howe truss" design (See App. F ) .
Indian and Northern Affairs.)

The bridge was a
(Department of
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The S.S. Bluehill at St. Peter's. In the 1880-1930
period steamships carrying passengers, freight and mail
to and from the interior of Cape Breton frequently
passed through St. Peter's Canal. The steamer Bluehi11
is moored alongside a shed which served as a customs
house, waiting room for passengers, freight shed and
canal storehouse. The lockmaster's house and barn are
located to the west of the shed. The town of St.
Peter's can be seen in the distance. The land jutting
out into the bay served as a dump for the 19th century
excavation work. (Public Archives of Canada, C46126.)
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An 1890s view of St. Peter's Canal. The southbound
schooners and steamers line up in the canal to await
passage through the lock. The road, directly north of
the canal, was named the "Haulover Road" by local
inhabitants. Formerly, the road provided a portage
route for Indians and early colonial settlers who
wished a quick access route to and from the Bras d'Or
Lakes. The freight shed and lockmaster's house are
located near the Atlantic entrance to the canal.
(Public Archives of Canada, C46138.)
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The east lock wall, 22 September 1910. The lock wall
(200 ft.) was built of sandstone which was procured
from the Wallace Nova Scotia Quarries in 1876-78. Some
of the mortar above the high water line has shattered
and fallen into the canal. The stones have fractured
and cracked along the entire length of the wall. In
1917 this masonry was torn down and the wall was
rebuilt in concrete. (Public Archives of Canada,
C53889. )
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The lock cut and bridge, 22 September 1910.

The

alignment of the lake entrance to the canal has not
been changed since construction commenced in 1854. The
narrow tow paths, at the foot of the slopes, were used
by the crews of sailing vessels to pull their craft
through the canal. To protect vessels, hanging fenders
were installed in the 1880s. (Public Archives of
Canada, C53890.)
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The curve in the canal, 22 September 1910. The sharp
curve prohibited many vessels from using the canal. In
1911-18 the bend was straightened when the west wall
and bank were cut back and the lock moved to a new
location. The vertical posts along the tow path were
mooring posts for vessels awaiting lockage. (Public
Archives of Canada, C53888.)
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General plan of proposed improvements, 15 August 1911.
In 1911 the Department of Railways and Canals commenced
the construction of a new lock at St. Peter's. The
proposal was to build a lock 300 ft. by 48 ft. by 18
ft. to the north and west of the 1876-80 lock. A new
Atlantic entrance with timber cribwork wharfs and two
concrete entrance walls was to be built. The new line,
to the west of the 1876 canal, cut through some private
property which had to be expropriated (See App. E ) .
The proposed line would link up with the old canal in
the curve at the lock cut. (Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of excavation work, July 1912. The slashed lines
indicate the progress of the excavation work from May
1912 to July 1912. The excavation was carried on in
the area to the west of the canal. No obstructions
were created for vessels which wished to use the canal.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the lock gates, 1911. The lock gates were
built of southern long-leaf, yellow pine which had been
impregnated with a creosote solution under pressure.
The gates were installed in 1896. In 1915-16 the eight
gates were removed, given some minor repairs and
alterations and stepped back into their hollow quoin
recesses. The alterations were necessary because of
the new gate operating machinery. (Department of
Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The lock gate operating machinery. In 1916-17 eight
sets of operating machinery were installed. A levelled
iron wheel and arm, which were operated manually from
ground level, controlled the movement of the strut arm.
One end of the strut arm was recessed into the lock
coping. The other end of the arm was attached to the
lock gate. The action of turning the wheel caused the
strut arm to go forward or backward thus pushing or
pulling the lock gate. (Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs.)
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A view of the Canal, 1912. The steam shovel commenced
excavation in May 1912 in the area to the west of the
canal. Schooners and steamers passed through the
canal, oblivious to the major improvements, until the
canal was closed in July 1915. (Department of Indian
and Northern Affairs.)
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A view of the Atlantic entrance, 4 July 1913. The
train has returned from the Atlantic dump, which was
located to the west of the canal entrance. The job,
east and north of the lock chamber, was formerly the
1869 line of the canal. Several schooners are anchored
in the bay. The lockmaster's house and barn are
located to the west of the excavation. (Department of
Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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A travelling derrick, 3 June 1913.

A steam driven

derrick which moved along rails was used by the
contractor to load and unload construction supplies, to
remove debris from the canal bottom and to lower
material

into the canal cut.

Northern Affairs.)

(Department of Indian and
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A view of the Atlantic end of the excavation work, June
1913. The train tracks were placed alongside the
proposed cut to facilitate the removal of debris and
the delivery of supplies. A steam engine pulled six to
ten dump cars to the site of the excavation work. The
Bucyrus steam shovel loaded the cars with earth which
was later deposited in the areas marked as dumps. The
rock, which was taken from the trench, was separated
for use in the concrete plant. (Department of Indian
and Northern Affairs.)
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A view of St. Peter's Bay, November 1913. Some
unidentified schooners becalmed in St. Peter's Bay
awaiting a favourable wind. (Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs.)

H
-J

198

28

A view of the proposed cut, 26 June 1914. The tracks
were laid on both sides of the proposed trench. The
water in the cut was caused by springs, leaks from the
old canal line and tidal seepage through the sub-soil.
A southbound schooner loaded with freight awaits
completion of lockage. A small schooner to the back of
the larger vessel is being moored by its crew.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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A Worker operating a steam drill, 8 July 1914. The
syenitic rock base was a granular, igneous compound.
The clay top soil was a hard compact substance
permeated with boulders. Two hand-operated steam
drills were used to fracture and fragment the rock and
to prepare holes for the setting of dynamite.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The Steam Shovel, 6 May 1914. The contractor procured
a seventy ton Bucyrus steam shovel to undertake the
excavation work. The hard core of the material caused
extensive damage to the contractor's plant and resulted
in frequent breakdowns. (Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs.)
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The Steam Shovel loading the dump cars, 17 July 1913.
The steam shovel at work near the northern extremity of
the cut. Note the size and prevalence of boulders.
The timber retaining walls and the towpath are visible
on the east side of the canal. (Department of Indian
and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the 1914 changes. The proposed 1911 alignment
was altered in July 1914, when the position of the
proposed lock was discovered to be a clay substance.
The lock was re-positioned to the east of the planned
chamber, but west of the 1876 lock. This altered
position necessitated the closure of the canal to
navigation. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs. )
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The Concrete mixing plant, 29 October 1914. The
sub-contractors procured gravel from the lake beaches.
The dredged material was unloaded from scows, sifted,
stockpiled and mixed through the concrete plant. The
train transported the cement to the necessary location.
In October 1915 the plant was dismantled and moved to
the Atlantic entrance. A Prince Edward Island schooner
has completed the lockage and heads into the lake
region to sell its agricultural products. (Department
of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The Concrete mixing plant and coffer dam, December
1915. The concrete mixing plant was moved to this
location from the lake entrance. The gravel was
obtained from beaches near Point Jerome. The
contractor's coffer dam, to permit dewatering of the
lock chamber, has been erected in the canal cut.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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A view of the cut, 21 November 1914. The trench for
the west entrance wall was taken down to a depth of 32
ft. The wooden forms and bracings were erected for the
pouring of concrete. The steamer Cabot and an
unidentified schooner are moored in the canal.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The derrick depositing concrete, 12 December 1914. The
forms for the west entrance wall were erected over a
distance of 500 ft. The concrete was transported to
the wall by the train and deposited in the forms by the
derrick. This wall is now the west entrance wall of
the canal. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs. )
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A view of the old and new lines of the canal, 1915.
The timber jog, to the east of the lock chamber, was
the line of the 1869-76 canal. The concrete wall, to
the west of the chamber, is the wall on the west side
of the post-1918 canal. The old lock wall and the
backfill were removed by a dredge. The Atlantic coffer
dam was erected at the southern end of the 1876 canal
cut. (Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The lockgates, 24 July 1915. The track-roller system
used to open and close the 1896 gates was dropped in
favour of a suspension system which is still used on
the gates. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs.)
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The canal walls, 1916. By the end of 1916 the
contractor had completed the walls of the lock chamber,
the entrance wall on the west side and a wall linking
the old lock wall on the east side with the new lock.
The derrick was moved into the cut to remove debris
from the canal bottom before water was let into the
canal. (Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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A view of the lake end of the canal, 1916. The
timber-crib dam which was built at the lake end of the
canal. The retaining wall dates from the 1880s and the
bridge from the 1870s. A lake steamer is moored at the
wharf on the west side of the lake entrance.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The swing-bridge and retaining wall, 1916. A horse and
wagon cross the wooden bridge. A tug boat is moored on
the wharf at the east side of the lake entrance.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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The fenders in the rock cut, 1916.

Fenders extending

from the level of the tow path to the water line
protected vessels warping around the bend.
of Indian and Northern Affairs.)

(Department
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The steel swing bridge, 1920. The steel span was
erected in 1918-19 by the Maritime Bridge Company.
Minor repairs were carried out on the east abutment and
extensive work was done to the pivot pier. A new west
abutment was erected (See App. F). (Public Archives of
Canada, C53887.)
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A schooner moored at the Atlantic entrance. The
schooner Bowdoin tied up against the west wall of the
Atlantic entrance during the 1930s. The Bowdoin was a
Grenfell Mission Boat. (Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs.)
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A vessel passing through the canal. The steamer Dago,
loaded with pulpwood, tied up at the west side of the
Atlantic entrance. (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs. )
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A vessel passing the swing bridge. A laker entering
the canal during the war years. The swing bridge
mechanism was operated by two bridgetenders.
(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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A vessel approaching the rock cut.

The steamer Speer

Oslo cautiously approaching the rock cut in the late
1930s.

The floating spruce booms and hanging fenders

protected the vessel.
Northern Affairs.)

(Department of Indian and
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A vessel in the lock chamber.

The steel hulled

Farnorth is tied up against the wall while awaiting
completion of the lockage.
Northern Affairs.)

(Department of Indian and
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A vessel entering the Atlantic entrance, 13 June 1943.
A coal boat entering the canal on its way to the Sydney
mines.

(Department of Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the lock gates, 1946. The lock gates were
replaced between 1948-51. The new gates were assembled
in Cornwall, Ontario, knocked down, then shipped to St.
Peter's after creosoting. The valves, lifting screw,
casing and overall size of the gates were altered very
little from the 1896 gates. The opening mechanism,
installed in 1916-17, was not altered. (Department of
Indian and Northern Affairs.)
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Plan of the canal, 1966. The canal alignment has not
been altered since 1918. The buildings at the lake
entrance are located outside the canal reserve. A new
administration building was erected in 1966 to serve as
a canal office. The land on the west side of the
Atlantic entrance has been leased to an oil company
(See App. E ) . (Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs.)
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Plan of swing bridges. The outline of three of the
four bridges that stood on the banks of St. Peter's
Canal. No plan of the first bridge is available. The
second bridge was erected in 1876 and removed in 1918.
Alterations were carried out on the abutments and pivot
pier for the positioning of the 1918 structure. The
heavy black line is the bridge now spanning St. Peter's
Canal. The arches in the pivot pier and east abutment
were filled in during the 1960s. (Department of Indian
and Northern Affairs.)
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The Rip-rap on the east side of the Atlantic entrance.
In 1963 J. Auld, the superintendent of St. Peter's
Canal, supervised the placement of rip-rap. It
consists of concrete stone, cast in place, then laid
atop the earth slope. Formerly, a timber retaining
wall and wharf stood on this location. (Photo by
author.)
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The east entrance wall of the Atlantic entrance. This
wall was formerly the 1876 east wall of the lock
chamber. The concrete coping and surface timbers were
added to the wall in 1916-17 by W.H. Weller of St.
Catherine's, Ontario. The wall has received only minor
repairs since and deterioration is visible along the
entire length of 360 ft. (Photo by author.)
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The east retaining wall at the Atlantic entrance.

A

sixty foot stretch of concrete wall built in the
1915-16 period to link the 1916 east wall of the lock
chamber to the 1876 east wall of the old chamber.

The

wall has received extensive patching but deterioration,
in the form of cracks and holes, is visible above the
sheathing.

(Photo by author.)
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The Lock chamber. The lock was built in 1915-16. The
two walls and floor are made of concrete. The lock is
300 ft. by 47.5 ft. by 18 ft. In 1972 stop-log gain
sills were constructed on the canal bottom outside the
gates. These reduced the actual depth of the chamber
at low water to 16.5 ft. This is the third lock
chamber in use at St. Peter's since 1869. (Photo by
author.)
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The west side wall of the lock chamber. Deterioration
has occurred in several spots above the rubbing strip.
The building in the background is the canal office,
maintenance and administration building, erected in
1966. The mooring posts on each wall are used to
secure a vessel against the side during a lockage.
(Photo by author.)
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The east side wall of the lock chamber. The length of
wall between the hollowquoin recesses is visibly
deteriorated. In several places the sheathing and
backfill can be seen. Four mooring posts embedded in
the concrete coping are located on each wall. The lock
gate opening mechanism is situated at the north end of
the lock chamber. (Photo by author.)
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The rock cut and hanging fenders on the east side. The
rock (800 ft.) projects outwards into the navigation
channel 2 ft. to 3 ft. The projection occurs below
water at a depth ranging from 3 ft. to 17 ft. Concrete
was placed at several locations on top of the rock to
create a foot path. The balance of the rock cut was
surfaced with timber, partially faced with plank or
left in its natural state. To prevent vessels from
striking the rock hanging fenders and floating spruce
booms were installed. (Photo by author.)
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The east wall at the lake entrance. A stretch of wall
between the east abutment of the swing bridge and the
rock cut. It was built of creosoted hemlock in the
1920s and has received only minor repairs to the
facework. (Photo by author.)
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The east side bank at the lake entrance. In 1956 353
ft. of cribwork was removed and the bank of the canal
dredged back to this location. This area is reclaimed
land from the excavation work of 1876-80. The Bras
d'Or lake can be seen in the background. (Photo by
author.)
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The west side of the lake entrance wall. A timber
retaining wall and wharf erected in 1924-25. The
backfill and submerged cribs date back to the 1870s.
This wall served as a wharf for vessels unloading
goods, primarily fish and lumber, shipped from the lake
communities. (Photo by author.)
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The swing bridge at the lake end of the canal. A steel
superstructure erected in 1930. The concrete abutments
were constructed in 1963 and 1966. (Photo by author.)
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The rock cut on the west side. Below the low water
line the rock projects out into the canal 1 ft. to 3
ft. To protect vessels, wooden hanging fenders,
floating booms and partial plank facing have been
installed and periodically repaired since the 1880s.
The plank work dates from 1935-36. (Photo by author.)
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The lock gates. Four pairs of gates were stepped into
place between 1948-51. The gates were framed in the
Cornwall, Ontario shops, creosoted in Truro, Nova
Scotia, then reassembled at St. Peter's. They are hand
operated, with two valves in each gate. In 1951-53 the
oak mitre sills were plated with zinc metallized steel
plates. The northern, or tidal gates, are used when
the water level of the lake is higher than that of the
sea. The southern, or guard gates, are used when the
level of the lake is higher than that of the sea. This
usually occurs during the spring run-off in the lake
area. (Photo by author.)

to
-J

274

66

The outer gate at the Atlantic entrance.

The outer

Atlantic gate in the mitre position during the winter
season.

The gate is pulled into the wall recess by a

steel strut arm operated from a hand device which is
embedded into the lock coping.

The gate valves are

operated from the walkway on top of the gate.
by author.)

(Photo
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The inside of the outer gate at the Atlantic entrance.
The gate frame has a wooden bumper at the high water
mark to protect it from a vessel striking the timbers
during lockage. (Photo by author.)
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The wall between the inner and outer gates at the lake
end. The heels of the lock gates, in the hollowquoin
recesses, are approximately 8 ft. apart. The wall
between the recesses has visibly deteriorated. The
suspension cables which support the gates run from the
concrete coping to the toe of the gates. (Photo by
author.)
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The opening machinery of the lock gate on the west
side.

The gate machinery which opens and closes the

lock gates was designed and installed in 1915-17.

The

worn or damaged parts have been renewed or replaced by
parts prepared in the Cornwall machine shops.

Each

of the eight gates is operated by a separate mechanism.
(Photo by author. )
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The operating machinery of the lock gates on the east
side. To open or close the gates a lockman attaches a
steel bar to a surface wheel which is protected by the
outer metal case. This wheel controls the movement
of the bar, which, in turn, causes the steel strut arm
to recede or go forward. A clockwise or counter
clockwise movement of the wheel determines the
direction of the movement. (Photo by author.)
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The retaining wall on the west side of the Atlantic
entrance. A concrete retaining wall (600 ft.) built in
1914-15, backfilled and linked to the southern edge of
the lock chamber. Deterioration is visible along the
entire length of the wall above the rubbing strip. In
1956 over five hundred feet of this wall was rebuilt.
(Photo by author.)
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The west side wall at the Atlantic entrance. In 1956
an old wharf was removed and replaced by these concrete
cribs and a stone bank. The original wharf dated from
the 1880s and was used by vessels unloading and loading
goods such as fish, flour, coal and feed. In the
navigation seasons of 1936-37 an average of 1100 tons
of goods were handled over the Atlantic wharf, most of
which was picked up by trucks and carted into the
interior. The concrete cribs are an extension of the
west entrance wall. (Photo by author.)

to
CO
-J

288

73

The superintendent's house. A single frame dwelling
erected in 1876 (See Appendix C). (Photo by author.)
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The superintendent's barn. The exact date of
construction remains unknown. It was probably built in
the late 1870s or early 1880s. No information is
available on any alternations or renovations. (Photo
by author.)
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The freight shed at the Atlantic entrance. The date of
its construction is unknown. The first freight shed at
St. Peter's was built in the 1880s at the Atlantic
entrance. A smaller shed was built at the lake end in
1914 and removed in the 1950s. The Atlantic shed, at
one time or another, served as a custom house, waiting
room for passengers, freight house and canal store
house. The sheds were used by boats which did not
regularly pass through the canal. These boats would
come into the Bay, land their freight and continue on
their journey. Their freight usually comprised flour,
feed and packaged goods; storable articles that could
await pick up by boat or truck. (Photo by author.)
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