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This issue and the next—
September 1997—focus on Indi-
ana canals of the nineteenth
century. This issue provides
general background about canals
and internal improvements. It
focuses on what travel on a canal
boat was like and the economic
effects of canals. The September
issue will focus on how canals
were constructed.

On page 3 is a map demon-
strating the long interest in canal
building in Indiana, from 1805
through 1915.

On pages 4 and 5, there are
brief overviews of Indiana’s inter-
nal improvements efforts and
canals in Indiana and nationally.
Space has limited coverage to the
Wabash and Erie Canal and the
Whitewater Canal.

Two personal narratives are
then used (pages 6-9) to demon-
strate what it was like to travel by
canal boat in Indiana in 1851.
Both accounts describe travel on
the Wabash and Erie Canal, but
travel on other canals would have
been similar.

The economic impact of
canals is then discussed (pages
10-13). The interview of a

Whitewater Canal boat captain—
who played an important part in
the economy—demonstrates also
the enthusiasm and spirit of the
canal era.

The spirit of that era is
continued in the present-day
organizations and people who
study and commemorate canals.
The Canal Society of Indiana has
been helpful in our quest for
materials. Paul Baudendistel, a
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Opening Indiana
In the early nineteenth

century, in Indiana—as in the rest
of the existing United States—
travel was accomplished on foot or
horseback, in wagons pulled by
animals, or by water. Since road-
ways were quite primitive, water
was the preferred means of travel
when possible.

As early as 1805, there was
interest in improving water trans-
portation in the Indiana Territory.
The territorial legislature char-
tered a company to build a canal
around the falls in the Ohio River
near Jeffersonville. No Indiana
canal was built there. Kentucky
later built a canal on its side of
the falls.

New York’s very successful
Erie Canal was started in 1817
and finished in 1825. It provided
the impetus and the model for
canal building that erupted in the
nineteenth century from the east
coast to Illinois.

Indiana’s canal building
started with the Wabash and Erie
Canal at Fort Wayne in 1832. This
canal was enabled by a federal
grant of land in 1827 following a

treaty with the
Miamis and
Potawatomis in
1826.

Passage by the
General Assembly
in 1836 of “An Act
to provide for a
general system of
Internal Improve-
ments” marks the
state’s further
commitment to
opening Indiana for
expanded trade and
travel.

The 1836 law provided for
eight projects to construct roads,
canals, and railroads throughout
the state. See the chart on this
page.

This 1836 law resulted in
financial disaster for Indiana.
Construction on projects was
stopped in 1839; the state was
unable to pay interest on its debt
in 1841. Paul Fatout has asserted
that the system “was conceived in
madness and nourished by
delusion” (76). The many reasons
for the failures are too complex to
discuss here.

As a result of the experience,
Indiana’s 1851 Constitution
prohibits the state from going into
debt. During the debates at the
1850 constitutional convention,
Judge David Kilgore, who voted
for the 1836 bill in the legislature,
noted in part what went wrong:

It never entered into the minds of
those who voted for the bill directing
those surveys that all the public works . . .
should be carried on simultaneously.
We sent out engineers, chain-bearers,
and workers, to get useful information
of different routes and localities upon
which to base a good and practical
system of internal improvements. But,
sir, the very fact that those surveys
were made . . . made the people lose

1  Erie Canal,  2  Pennsylvania Main Line Canal,  3  Chesapeake and Ohio Canal,  4  James River
and Kanawha Canal,  5  Ohio and Erie Canal,  6  Miami and Erie Canal,  7  Wabash and Erie Canal,
8 Whitewater Canal, 9 Louisville and Portland Canal, 10 Illinois and Michigan Canal

Adapted from:
Taylor, 35.

12345678910Richmond Principal Canals
Built by 1860

St. LouisChicago

Fort WayneLouisvilleC

incinnatiToledo
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Indiana’s canals
Most references to Indiana’s

canal era emphasize the failures.
The canal era and canals, how-
ever, need to be studied as “a once
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1787

1789

1800

1800

1802

1803 1805

Michigan
Territory
established.
(Barnhart and Riker, 337)

Ohio becomes
seventeenth state.

(Carruth, 74)

Indiana Territory
established.
(Barnhart and Riker, 311-12) Lawrenceburg platted.

(Garman, 133)

Construction
completed on “first
true canal” in U.S.
connecting Santee
and Cooper rivers
in South Carolina.
(Carruth, 71)

Fort Washington
established on Ohio

River; adjoining village
later named Cincinnati.

(Garman, 133)

U.S. Congress
establishes
Northwest Territory.
(Barnhart and Riker,
266-71)

Northwest
Territory

1787

Adapted from: George Pence and Nellie C.
Armstrong, Indiana Boundaries (Indianapolis:

Indiana Historical Bureau, 1967 reprint), 137.

Indiana author Maurice
Thompson in his 1898 work
Stories of Indiana, noted that
“Many old people now living re-
member the peculiar experiences
of voyaging on board a canal boat”
(217). Thompson presented the
following summary:

The canal boat was a long, low,
narrow structure built for carrying both
passengers and freight. Its cabin and
sleeping berths were of the most
primitive description, ill-ventilated and
dimly lighted. The boat looked like an
elongated floating house, the height of
which had been decreased by some
great pressure. It was drawn by one or
two horses hitched to a long rope
attached to the bow of the boat. The
horses walked on a path, called the
towpath, at the side of the canal, and
were driven by a man or boy, who
sometimes rode, sometimes walked.
The boat had a rudder with which a
pilot kept it in its proper place while it
crept along like a great lazy turtle on
the still water. Surely there never was
sleepier mode of travel. Thompson,
Stories of Indiana (New York: American
Book Company, 1898), 217-18.

As the boat diagrams
throughout this issue illustrate,
the construction of canal boats
varied. The dimensions were
limited by the standard lock size of
approximately fifteen feet wide by
ninety feet long. Locks on the
Whitewater Canal varied in size.
As with every mode of travel,
passengers (many thousands) who
traveled on these boats had differ-

Canal travel

ent reactions to the speed—
reports vary from three to eight
miles per hour—and the comfort.
Overall, however,

Compared to stage or wagon, canal
boat travel was smooth, seemed
effortless, and the close banks or forest
enhanced the sense of speed. Day and
night travel changed the concept of
distance. Shaw, 106.

A 1912 source provides the
comparison below to prove that
canal boats were a great benefit
over stagecoaches to the traveler
or business person.

. . . the round trip from Brookville to
Cincinnati was regularly made between
Monday evening and Wednesday
morning at the following expense:
Passage to Cincinnati and back,
including board, $4; dinner at
Cincinnati, fifty cents; one day lost
(worth), $1; total $5.50. This amount is

thus compared with the expense of the
trip by stage, causing the loss of four
days on account of them only running
tri-weekly, and occasioning the
following items of expense: Passage to
Cincinnati and back, $6; dinner on road
going and coming, seventy-five cents;
fare at ordinary house for three nights
and two days, $5; four days lost
(worth), $4; total $15.75; making a
saving of $10.25 for one trip. Henry
Clay Fox, editor, fare8ausofHhawrlaccount of them only runnil Associa Tw, -1.3-0.through04 Twi-thousands) whr thih the e0.0001 -2.4 ow(thg items ofpj0s gs;)T, $5Tj/pec-.296 TD0.0001 Tw(traveled s;)Tf8relifeunt ooats
traveled oug $4dsel,
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1805

Indiana territorial legislature charters
Indiana Canal Company to build a canal
around the Falls of the Ohio; Indiana
General Assembly charters Ohio Canal
Company in 1817; canal started but not
finished.
(Buley, 1:435-36)

1806

U.S. Congress provides
for road from Cumberland,
Maryland to Ohio;
becomes known as
Cumberland or National
Road.
(Buley, 1:446-48)

Robert Fulton’s
steamboat Clermont

makes first voyage
from New York to

Albany.
(Carruth, 80)

1807

Brookville platted.
(Barnhart and Riker, 420)

1808

1812

War of 1812
begins; ends

in 1815.
(Carruth, 86, 90-91)

Bennet Woodcroft, A Sketch of the Origin and Progress of Steam Navagation,
(London: Taylor, Walton, and Maberly, 1848), opposite p. 60.

Engraving of the Clermont.

A Kentucky lady on the Wabash and Erie Canal, 1851
Thompson quotes from a

series of letters in July 1851 by “a
young lady of Louisville, Ken-
tucky.” He does not explain the
origin or location of the letters
from which he quotes. Tom is her
brother. This excerpt is from
Thompson, 218-23.

We went on board, by way of a
board, a gangplank, that is, and soon
found ourselves in a dark, hole-like room,
where it was hard to breathe and
impossible to see plainly. . . . We
presently went up a steep little stairway
and came out upon the top of the boat,
which was already in motion,—very slow
motion, though,—and the dingy houses

impossiisville, ich hat,8.8000taiho m0 0gom,him-1. -1.irw(where it was hard to1lle, ic03 Twrlaer)T52 laetow. Ieg r06wrlaees
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1815 1816

1820

1818

Enterprise is first
steamboat to go to
New Orleans and
return upriver to its
home port north of
Pittsburgh.
(Taylor, 63)

1816

Indiana becomes
nineteenth state.

(Carruth, 92)

First steamboat on
Great Lakes, on
Lake Ontario.
(Taylor, 61)

New York begins
construction of

Erie Canal.
(Carruth, 94)

1817

Illinois becomes
twenty-first state.
(Carruth, 95)

Stage line begins from
Vincennes to Louisville.

(Esarey, 1:296)

Vincennes Western Sun, March 18, 1820.

An English family on the Wabash and Erie Canal, 1851
J. Richard Beste came to the

United States with his wife and
eleven children. He became ill in
Terre Haute, and his youngest
daughter died there. Beste pub-
lished a narrative of their trip as
The Wabash: or Adventures of an
English Gentleman’s Family in the
Interior of America (2 vols., Lon-
don, 1855; reprint 1970). Journal
entries by his children are placed
throughout his account. Entries
by two of his daughters are in-
cluded in this excerpt from vol-
ume 2, pp. 191-213.

TUESDAY, 12TH AUGUST. At five
o’clock in the afternoon, we stepped from
the little quay at Terre Haute on board the
Indiana canal boat. Three horses were
harnessed to a rope, about fifty yards
ahead of the boat; they started at a
moderate trot; and the town . . . was soon
lost to our sight. No other passengers
were on board: and we wandered over
the vessel, well pleased with the promise
it gave us of tolerable accommodation.
The captain, a very young man, was very
civil and attentive to our wants: and told
us that tea could be served at seven
o’clock . . . .

The construction of the canal boat
was—in miniature—much the same as
that of the lake and river steamers. There
was no hold or under-deck; but, on the
deck at the stern, were raised the kitchen,
steward’s room, and offices; in the centre
of the boat, was the large saloon—the
sitting room of all by day, the sleeping
room of male passengers by night;
adjoining it was the ladies’ saloon;
beyond which again, was a small cabin
containing only four berths. This cabin
was separated by a doorway and curtain

from the ladies’ saloon, and on the other
side opened upon the bow of the vessel.
In it, was a looking-glass, a hand bason,
two towels, a comb and a brush, for the
use of the ladies. It was a rule in the boats
that no gentleman should go into the
ladies’ saloon without express invitation
from the ladies; consequently, the third
little room was sacred to the female sex
unless entered from the bow . . . .

 A flat roof spread over the whole of
the saloons; and on it was piled the
luggage; and here passengers walked up
and down or sat to enjoy the view.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Our children had wondered where
they were to sleep, as there0 9 1s a looking-gla2 T TD0 si of only f . . . . T(deck 04 T,Twwervrhand bason,)Tj3 TD0.adiesolvit wasivedoubtTw(ent, wasers walked up)Tj0 -1.1067 ouchshelviswas sacrassles’ salay the sleepingsib000ertai.0002 Twade whole ofthegand ainvitation

Oureaptaiengerrd’s mrr  th,was a r by night;

u afteg rooegry ’ writese whole of
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1832

Construction
begins on the
Wabash and Erie
Canal.
(Taylor, 47)

Miami and Erie
Canal completed

from Cincinnati
to Dayton.

(Taylor, 46)

1832 1833

Ohio and Erie Canal
completed from
Cleveland to
Ohio River.
(Taylor, 46)

Indiana General Assembly
orders survey for Whitewater
Canal; engineers report
December 23, 1834 calls for
canal from Nettle Creek to
Lawrenceburg.
(Esarey, 1:410)

1834

Indiana General Assembly
requests Ohio to construct
part of Whitewater Canal in
Ohio; Ohio gives
permission in 1836 law.
(Laws, 1834-1835, pp. 272-73)

1835

Indiana’s ambitious
Internal Improvement Act
approved by Governor
Noah Noble; construction
on Whitewater Canal
begins.
(Laws, 1835-1836, pp. 6-21; Esarey,
1:418)

1836

1837

Michigan becomes
twenty-sixth state.

(Carruth, 118)

Ohio
Canal System

Ohio
and

Erie Canal

Miami
and

Erie Canal

Dayton

Cincinnati

Portsmouth

Columbus

Cleveland
Toledo

Marietta

Adapted from: Frank Wilcox,
 The Ohio Canals (Kent State

University Press, 1969) endpages.

The important economic
impact of the Wabash and Erie
Canal has been studied exten-
sively. The 1912 work by Elbert
Jay Benton is still cited by modern
scholars. Benton noted the many
towns that were founded because
of the canal. He also noted that
some died with the canal while

Other cities, more fortunate, grew up
with it and with the coming of the
railroads have continued to control the
traffic of their respective localities. Ft.
Wayne, Huntington, Wabash, Peru,
Logansport, Delphi, Lafayette,
Covington, and Attica are conspicuous.
Benton, 101-102.

Benton cites two examples of
trade at these canal centers where
wagons waited

for their turns to unload the products of
their farms, bound to the eastern
markets. Four hundred wagons
unloading in Lafayette during a single
day of 1844 were counted by one of
the pioneers. Another, speaking of the
business at Wabash, says it was a
common occurrence to see as many as
four or five hundred teams in that place
in a single day unloading grain to the
canal. Benton, 101.

The Whitewater Canal has
received less scholarly attention
than the Wabash and Erie Canal.
Shaw, a modern author, indicates
that “the Whitewater Canal, which
had wielded such political lever-
age, proved to be almost inoper-
able” (Shaw, 95).

The promise of prosperity
The supporters of

the Whitewater Canal,
however, remained
faithful to keeping the
canal operable against
the highest odds,
especially flooding.  The
extension of the canal
into downtown Cincin-
nati in 1843 brought
the Whitewater Valley
into the national trade
network.

Various illustra-
tions throughout this
issue provide samples
of the economic enter-
prises related to the
Whitewater Canal. The
canal lines, the build-
ers of boats, the ware-
houses, the mills, the hotels, new
and expanded towns, the various
companies formed to build parts
of the canal, and the workers who
kept the canals running found at
least short-term success as part of
Indiana’s canal era in the
Whitewater Valley.

The remnants of the
Whitewater Canal are reminders of
the many people who succeeded
and failed with the canal. Here,
too, with the coming of the rail-
road, some towns and businesses

were able to adapt. As George S.
Cottman put it,

This was a promise of commercial
prosperity and a new lease of life to the
Whitewater region. . . . Towns sprang up
along the proposed route and lay in wait,
and as the canal, crawling northward,
reached them successively, making one
and then another the head of navigation,
each flourished and had its day. Indiana
Magazine of History, 1:4 (1905), 207.

This hotel was close to both canal and
steamboat landings and clearly was

expecting the patronage of a better class of
travelers. What early accommodations

existed for travelers in your area?
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1839

Canal completed between
Brookville and
Lawrenceburg; state
orders work stopped on

of  to traship cerooindvidductj.
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A Note Regarding Resources:  Items are listed on this page that enhance
work with the topic discussed. Some older items, especially, may include
dated practices and ideas that are no longer generally accepted. Resources
reflecting current practices are noted whenever possible.

Selected Resources
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