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F  

oreword 
 

 
Professor John Lamb has created a scholarly collection, housed in the Lewis University Library, which is 
known and recognized nationally and internationally.  The University is pleased to be the repository of 
what has become the largest compilation in the country of historic material devoted to the inland canals of 
America in the 19th and 20th centuries.  It is a center of distinction for the University and reflects our 
substantial commitment to scholarly research and community service. 
 

Professor Lamb came to the University in 1956, shortly after completing an advanced degree at Fordham 
University and later studying for two additional years at Oxford University in England, and served for 
almost four decades as a history professor.  John developed an interest in the rich local history of the 
region, especially the Illinois and Michigan Canal and its impact on the growth and development of 
Chicago and the State.  A sizeable personal collection of books, maps, manuscripts, photographs, models, 
artifacts, and other primary research materials has accrued over the years. 
 
John has produced more than fifty articles and presentations and two books on the history of the Canal 
and of the region.  His writings explore range of social, cultural, business, and legal history.  John’s 
articles have appeared in scholarly journals such as Chicago History and the Journal of the Illinois 
Historical Society and in the local Lockport Free Press. 
 

Taking a leading role in preservation efforts for Will County and along the Canal, he helped to spearhead 
the movement that eventually led to the creation of the Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage 
Corridor in 1984.  In that same year John established the I & M Canal Regional History Special 
Collection with his donation, and a special facility was created in the Lewis University Library to house 
it.  Today the Collection consists of more than 10,000 items, many of which may now be accessed 
through the Collection’s web site http://imcanal.lewisu.edu.  Even in retirement John continues as the 
volunteer Director of the Collection. 
 

John has been recognized for his scholarship, service, and advocacy of historic preservation.  In 1999 
Lewis University conferred an Honorary Doctoral Degree on John.  The De La Salle Christian Brothers, 
the sponsoring order of Lewis University, presented him with the LaSallian Award in 1994. His other 
honors include Preservationist of the Year by the Illinois Association of Historic Preservation 
Commissions. 



 
This collection of John’s writings is a remarkable testimony to his profession as an historian and to his 
person commitment to preserving the memory of the extraordinary achievements of those who built and 
promoted the I & M Canal.  Thank you to Char Giardina, Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Laura 
Patterson, Director of Library Services at Lewis University, and Mary Ann Atkins, Special Collections 
Librarian at Lewis University for assembling this collection.  As you read through John’s body of work, 
you will learn about the growth and development of this region and perhaps you will be inspired to 
sustain John’s work to preserve and appreciate the historical record. 
 
Brother James Gaffney, FSC 
President of Lewis University 
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Introduction 
�

The Collection 
The John M. Lamb Collection meets the needs of an increasing number of researchers who seek a 
comprehensive and easily accessible body of work on the Illinois and Michigan Canal and related subjects.  
Dr. Lamb has distinguished himself as the foremost I&M Canal historian with over 50 works to his credit.  
Covering virtually all relevant topics, Dr. Lamb coveys the significance of the subject in a manner that speaks 
to seasoned scholars, young students and history buffs alike.  Dr. Lamb’s work is essential to understanding 
the connection between local, regional and national history.  Organized and made accessible, The John M. 
Lamb Collection is a valuable resource for present and future generations. 

� ______�

Editors Note 
Any changes to the original typescripts and articles have been made with the approval of the author.  Some 
documents are scanned in whole or in part. 

 ______�

Collection Updates 
Over time the collection may be updated with the approval of the author. 
 ______ 
Project Participants 
The Collection has been prepared with the cooperation of Dr. John M. Lamb.  Mary Ann Atkins, Lewis 
University Librarian, has served as the technical coordinator and web publisher.  Judith Richardson (retired 
executive secretary, Argonne National Laboratory) has been the chief typist and proofreader.  College intern 
Carrie Tarasuk helped initiate the project with Charlene Giardina, who prepared the drafts.  Lewis University 
published the collection in its printed format. 

_______�

�

�

Charlene Giardina      Mary Ann Atkins 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources   Lewis University 
Phone: 815-942-9501      One University Parkway 
        Romeoville, IL 60446 
        Phone: 815.836.5665 
        Email: atkinsma@lewisu.edu 
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   Lockport's transportation, religion, social and economic highlights from the late 1860s to the early 

20th century. 
Available through the Lewis University Library.  

2000 
Downtown Lockport: Self-guided Walking Tour.  Brochure, published by Main Street Lockport, Inc., 2000. 

This brochure guides tourists to various sites, resources and attractions in downtown Lockport and 
describes their significance.    
See brochure in pocket of binder. 

2001 
“Tracing History: Maps of the Illinois River Since 1673.”  Wetland Matters Newsletter of The Wetlands 
Initiative, November 2001.  8 pages. 

The importance of a select group of maps as a tool to consider what the map makers viewed as 
significant at a particular point in time.  Reprinted courtesy of The Wetlands Initiative. 

2002 
The Architecture of the Grain Trade and the Illinois and Michigan Canal.  A paper read at the annual 
meeting of the Pioneer of America Society, 2002.  4 pages. 

The best preserved grain facilities along the canal.  Construction materials and sources of  power 
from the 1840s to the present.  Influence on weighing, storing and measuring grain. 

2004 
“Illinois and Michigan Canal” in James R. Grossman, Ann Durkin Keating, and Janice L. Reiff , eds., The 
Encyclopedia of Chicago (University of Chicago Press, 2004). 

Can be viewed at http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org
2004 

“Lockport, Illinois” in James R. Grossman, Ann Durkin Keating, and Janice L. Reiff, eds., The 
Encyclopedia of Chicago (University of Chicago Press, 2004). 

 Can be viewed at http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org
 
 
 
 

http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/
http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/


xxii



1
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“Lockport, Home of the First Steel Plow.”  Graphic Newspapers.  (March 14, 1968): 14.

Lockport, Home of the First Steel Plow

John Lamb

[The] First steel plow was
built in 1833 in what is now
known as Homer Township.
John Lane Sr., a village
blacksmith, built the first steel
plow in a lit tle pioneer
blacksmith shop on a farm three
miles east of Lockport in a
“Yankee Settlement.”

A weather-worn monument
still stands today at the site of
the blacksmith shop on the
corner of  East 7th Street and
Gougar Rd. [The] Monument
reads, “In memory of John Lane
Sr. who made the first steel plow
in 1833 on this farm.”

Born in Pittsford, N.Y., in
1793, where he had just
completed his apprenticeship as
a blacksmith before coming to
Illinois, Lane hung up his
bellows on a tree and went to
work at his forge in the pioneer
settlement until his shop was
built out of logs.

Lane conceived the first steel
plow out of necessity since he
found cleaning his old wooden
and cast iron moldboard plows
with wooden paddles  an
unceasing, arduous task. At best,
cutt ing through the stocky,
sticky prairie soil with a plow
was a slow process. It became
even more time consuming when
the heavy soil continuously
clogged the moldboard.

Lane was motivated to forge
a steel plow which he was
certain would slide the prairie
soil easily off the moldboard as
the steel part became polished

with use. This  necessity
mothered a new innovation
which gave the pioneer planter a
f r e sh ,  new con cep t  o f
agriculture.

However, his inception of the
steel plow came at a time when
no steel was manufactured in the
United States.

He obtained an old, worn out
saw blade from Colonel Sayre’s
sawmill, west of Lockport. Lane
cut the blade into strips about
three inches wide. Edges were
forged together to obtain the
required width of the moldboard.
Pieces were then hammered into
the proper shape and polished to
a working condition. After
making several trials, Lane
succeeded in manufacturing a
plow which proved to be a major
improvement over those then in
use.

Levi Hartwell assisted Lane
in the manufacture of plows. All
plows sold were tested in Lane’s
farm fields to determine the best

working shape.

John Griswold of Lockport
made the woodwork and tongue
for the first plow. He also made
the woodwork for many other of
Lane’s plows.

One of the first plows made
was sold to Comstock Hanford
of Lockport and the last known
plow made was sold to John D.
Frazer.

Plows continued to be made
by Lane for more than a year
before steel was manufactured
wide enough to fit the plow
moldboards.

Old sawmill blades costing
$1 a foot were used by Lane in
making the first 200 plows.  The
first steel plows made with a
plate large enough to fit the
moldboard were made of cast
steel coming from Pittsburgh,
Pa.

Demand for the steel plow
soon became greater than Lane
and Hartwell could supply, and
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markets reached around the
world. Factories had been
established and shipments were
made to many distant points.
About 100 plows were shipped
to the Pacific Coast by way of
New York and the Cape of
California in 1854. These were
the first steel plows ever to be
used on the Pacific Coast.

Lane formed a partnership
with Jasper D. Loomer, and the
company known as Lane and
Loomer was widely known and
enjoyed a thriving business. In
much of the early newspaper and
periodical advertising Lane’s
plows were listed as  “Lockport
Clippers,” “Lane’s Cast Steel
Plows” and the “Sod Breakers.”

Historical records show that
much of the steel used in the
manufacture of the plows came
from Germany. The German
steel was distributed by a
Chicago hardware dealer and it

was hauled to Lockport and
other manufacturing locations by
ox cart.

Lane was advised many times
to record his plow with the
patent office, but he declined to
do so. He explained that his only
desire was to benefit others with
his ideas and asked for no
s p e c i a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  o r
remuneration.

John Lane Sr. became the
famous blacksmith. He was
especially known as the maker
of the prairie and the breaking
plows. Historians claim that
settlers from miles around made
pilgrimages to this smith since
nobody in all the land could
shape or temper a plow like him.

Drawn by from four to eight
yoke of oxen and steers, Lane’s
plows upturned the sod on many
an acre of virgin prairie. Over
the prairie swells with steady but
ruthless trend moved the long

“breaking team” and on came
the giant plow, cutting the turf
with its sharp colter and turning
over the rich earth in long, black
ribbons with its mirror steel
moldboard.  Before it, the
blooming grass, fragrant herb
and flowers; behind it, a dreary
waste of black, fat humus,
inviting the steps and stimulating
the hopes of the sturdy planter.

Lane died Oct. 5, 1857, at the
age of 65. Hartwell continued to
manufacture the plow and John
Lane Jr., who had learned the
trade in his father’s shop, carried
on the manufacture in Lockport
for many years. He became an
inventor and patented a number
of important improvements in
the manufacture of plate steel for
plows. The younger Lane gained
some reputat ion with the
perfection of a mole trap which
trapped and killed the burrowing
animal underground.
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Ill. & Mich. Canal Annual Commissioner’s Reports 1825-1916: Annual Reports Issued by the Illinois
and Michigan Canal Authorities and the Library Collections in Which They Are Located.  Lockport, Ill.:
Illinois Canal Society, 1970.
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ILL. & MICH. CANAL ANNUAL COMMISSIONER’S REPORTS 1825-1916

ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY

ANNUAL REPORTS OF THE ILLINOIS AND MICHIGAN CANAL
This is the first of a projected series of research aids that the Illinois Canal Society hopes to publish. 
They are designed to pull together data on the location of printed and manuscript sources relating to the
planning, construction and operation of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.  We would appreciate it if
anyone having additional information on the whereabouts of these annual reports would call it to my
attention.  The Society is particularly concerned about those years in which no reports have been found. 
We are also interested in information relating to the whereabouts of any collections of Illinois and
Michigan Canal material.

The Various Canal Commissions

I. On Feb. 14, 1823, the General Assembly appointed a Board of Canal Commissioners which was
responsible for the survey made by Col. Justus Post and Rene Paul in 1823 and 1824 on possible
canal routes.  There were five members on this commission.  Their only report was issued in
1825.  In that year the Commission was replaced by an Illinois and Michigan Canal chartered
company which came to naught.  In 1829 a new Canal Commission was formed with three
members.  They were responsible for the first plating of Chicago and Ottawa in 1830, hoping to
raise money thereby selling lots enabling the financing of canal construction.  Their hopes died
aborning.  In 1833 this Commission suggested that a railroad be constructed instead of a canal. 
As a result of their suggestion the general Assembly abolished the Commission in that year.

II. Because of increased agitation for a canal in 1835, the legislature created a new Canal
Commission of five members appointed by the Governor and approved by the Senate.  This
Commission got things going, and in July 1836 construction on the canal was begun.  As a result
of an attack upon this commission, it was reorganized in 1837, with three members chosen by the
General Assembly and under its control.

III. As the Canal ran into increased financial troubles, and as the State was flat broke in 1845, the
Governor was authorized to negotiate a loan to be secured by a deed of trust.  The Canal and all
its property were turned over to a Board of Trustees two of which were to be chosen by the
subscribers to the loan (Eastern and Foreign Bank, generally) and the third was to be appointed
by the Governor.  They were to build and manage the Canal for the benefit of the creditors, but
certain interests of the State were to be protected.  When the interest and the principle were paid
the Canal was to revert to the State.  Under this financing scheme the Canal was rapidly
completed and opened for navigation in April of 1848.  On April 30, 1971, the Canal Trustees
made their final report, and turned the Canal and its properties back to the State.

IV. Under the Canal Commission system set up in 1870, three commissioners were to be appointed
by the Governor with the concurrence of the Senate.   They were regarded as part of the State
administration and were to last until 1917, when the Canal was made part of the newly
established Illinois Division of Waterways.

John M. Lamb, President      Illinois Canal Society     Written 1970



13

ANNUAL REPORTS ISSUED BY THE ILLINOIS AND MICHIGAN CANAL AUTHORITIES
1825-1916

AND THE LIBRARY COLLECTIONS IN WHICH THEY ARE LOCATED

State Canal Agencies issuing these reports were:

1825-1833: Board of Canal Commissioners
1836-1844: Board of Commissioners of the Illinois and Michigan Canal
1845-1871: Board of Trustees of the Illinois and Michigan Canal
1870-1916: Canal Commissioners

REVISION NOTICE, 2003:  ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY items are

located at the Canal and Regional H istory Special Collection, Lewis

University. “Illinois Dept. of Conservation” address is now “Dept. of

Natural Resources.”

Volumes Issued
by Canal Authority Year Research Center Where Reports are Available

1 1825 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library
2 1830 Illinois State Archives
3 1831 Illinois State Archives
4 1833 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives
1 1836 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library, 

Illinois State Archives
2 1837 Chicago Historical Society
3 1838 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society, 

Illinois State Archives
4 1839 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society,

Illinois Dept. of Conservation
5 1840 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Historical Library,

Illinois Dept. of Conservation
6 1841  - Evidently Never Published – 
7 1842 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois Dept. of Conservation
8 1843 University of Illinois Urbana
9 1844 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,

University of Illinois at Urbana*
1 1845 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives, Illinois

State Library, University of Illinois at Urbana*
2 1846 Chicago Historical Society, University of Illinois at Urbana*
3 1847 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives, Illinois

Dept. of Conservation
4 1848 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives
5 1849 Chicago Historical Society*
6 1850 Chicago Historical Society*
7 1851 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY
8 1852 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, University of Illinois Urbana
9 1853 ?

          10 1854 Illinois State Archives
          11 1855 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Library



14

          12 1856 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Library
          13 1857 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Library
          14 1858 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Library
          15 1859 Illinois State Library
          16 1860 Illinois State Library
          17 1861 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Library
          18 1862 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Library
          19 1863 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois State Library

Volumes Issued
by Canal Authority Year Research Center Where Reports are Available

          20 1864 Chicago Historical Society,* Illinois Sate Library,
University of Illinois in Urbana

          21 1865 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Library, 
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Illinois State Historical Library

          22 1866 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives, 
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
University of Illinois, Urbana

          23 1867 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives,
Illinois State Library, University of Illinois, Urbana*

          24 1868 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives,
Illinois State Library, University of Illinois, Urbana*

          25 1869 Chicago Historical Society
1 1870 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives,

Illinois State Historical Library
2 1871 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library
3 1872 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives, 

Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library
Special Report 1872 Chicago Historical Society
4 1873 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,

Illinois State Library
5 1874 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,

Illinois State Library
6 1875 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Illinois State Historical Library,

Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation

Special Report 1875 Chicago Historical Society
7 1876 Illinois State Historical Library, Chicago Historical Society,

Illinois State Library
8 1877 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY,  Chicago Historical Society, 

Illinois State Archives, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Illinois State Library

9 1878 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation

           10 1879 Chicago Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society
           11 1880 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Wisconsin State Historical Society,

Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society

           12 1881 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois Sate Historical Library,
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Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation
           13 1882 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society, 

Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will county Historical Society

           14 1883 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives
           15 1884 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,

Illinois State Library, Will County Historical Society
           16 1885 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library, 

Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Illinois State Library,
Will County Historical Society

           17 1886 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation
Will County Historical Society

Volumes Issued
by Canal Authority Year Research Center Where Reports are Available

           18 1887 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation, 
Will County Historical Society

           19 1888 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society, 
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society

           20 1889 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society

           21 1890 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society

           22 1891 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation

           23 1892 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation

           24 1893 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation
           25 1894 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,

Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation
           26 1895 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society,

Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library, 
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society

           27 1896 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives, 
Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society

           28 1897 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society,
Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society

           29 1898 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Archives,
Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society 

           30 1899 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Wisconsin State Historic Society
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           31 1900 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Society,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Lockport Public Library, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

           32 1901 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historic Society

           33 1902 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Chicago Historical Society,
Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

           34 1903 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

           35 1904 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

Volumes Issued
by Canal Authority Year Research Center Where Reports are Available

            36 1905 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Society,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           37 1906 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           38 1907 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           39 1908 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin Sate Historic Society

           40 1909 Chicago Historical Society, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           41 1910 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Chicago Historical Society, Wisconsin Historical Society

           42 1911 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

           43 1912 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

           44 1913 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           45 1914 ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, Illinois State Historical Library,
Illinois State Library, Illinois Dept. of Conservation,
Will County Historical Society, Wisconsin State Historical Society

           46 1915 Illinois State Library, Will County Historical Society,
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Wisconsin State Historical Society
           47 1916 Illinois State Historical Library, Illinois State Library,

Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Will County Historical Society,
Wisconsin State Historical Society

*Canal reports in Reports of the General Assembly
These reports were issued usually on Dec. 1 of the year indicated.  They were frequently not printed until
the next year or even two years later.

ALSO:  It should be noted that in 1917 the Illinois and Michigan Canal became part of the Illinois
Division of Waterways.  In 1944 the Legislature established an Illinois and Michigan Canal Commission
of 15 members.  It was to study and report to the Legislature how best “to change the physical properties
of the I. and M. Canal, so that they will serve a more useful purpose.”  This Commission lasted until
1949.  (page 133,  Documentary History of the Illinois and Michigan Canal, compiled by Walter A.
Howe, issued by the Division of Waterways, 1956)

REVISION NOTICE, 2003:  ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY items are

located at the Canal and Regional H istory Special Collection, Lewis

University. “Illinois Dept. of Conservation” address is now “Dept. of

Natural Resources.”

Location of the Above Research Centers

  1. Chicago Historical Society, Clark and North Ave., Chicago, IL 60614

  2. ILLINOIS CANAL SOCIETY, 1109 Garfield Ave., Lockport, IL 60441

  3. Illinois Dept. of Conservation, Gebhard Woods State Park, Morris, IL 60450

  4. Illinois State Archives, Archives Building, Springfield, IL 62756

  5. Illinois State Historical Library, Old State Capitol, Springfield, IL 62756

  6. Illinois State Library, Springfield, IL 62756

  7. Lockport Public Library, 8th and Hamilton, Lockport, IL 60441

  8. University of Illinois Library, Urbana, IL 61801

  9. Will County Historical Society, 803 S. State St., Lockport, IL 60441

10. The State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 816 State St., Madison, WI 53706
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Historic view of Lock 11 on the I. & M. Canal at Marseilles, a
few miles above the area now being restored.

“Illinois-Michigan Canal Restoration Under Way.”  American Canals, no. 8, Bulletin of the American
Canal Society, (Feb. 1974): 1.

Illinois-Michigan Canal Restoration Under Way

“We were tired of talks for 20
some years. We wanted action –
and now we’re finally cutting
down a tree.”  These words
spoken by Roy Kurkowski,
I l l i no i s -M ich iga n  C a n a l
Coordinator for the canal
volunteers, reflect the attitudes of
many others who have donated
work, materials and time to the
restoration project now underway.
With tools ranging from pruning
shears to heavy earth moving
equipment, weekend workers
have sawed and scooped the canal
free of trees to Split Rock, a point
halfway between LaSalle and
Utica on the 7-mile section of
canal being restored

This attempt to turn the now
defunct I-M Canal site into a
recreation spot for the people of
LaSalle County began more than
a year ago when the LaSalle
Rotary Club voted to do volunteer
work on the canal over a 10-year

period.  Rotarians Kurkowski and
Dr. Robert F. Whalen (ACS
member) led the club’s canal
committee.  Initial forages into
the dense foliage which covered
the canal bottom were made with
hand tools such as axes and
pruning shears.  “Needless to say,
we didn’t get very far,”
Kurkowski said.

They then learned that there
was a possibility of obtaining
state funds for help in the canal
restoration.  The Illinois Task
Force Committee for the Illinois
and Michigan Canal had been
appointed on 12 September 1972,
“to review the entire canal
problem, conduct a cooperative
in-depth study and recommend a
comprehensive development and
management plan.”  At a public
hearing held by the committee,
Rotarians heard of plans calling
for eventual construction of a 62-
mile linear parkway from the

steamboat basin in Peru-LaSalle
to Joliet.  A part of the canal
which the plan approved for
containing water was the La
Salle-Utica section, and among
the recommendations were the
restorations of Lock 14 and of the
aqueduct over the Vermilion
River at LaSalle.  In August
$10,000 was allocated to the city
of LaSalle for canal restoration in
that area.

On August 19 came the first
formal offer of professional help
when John Terselie, a heavy-duty
equipment operator offered his
services.  On the first working
weekend, 25-26 August, members
of Operating Engineers Local
150, Terselie and other volunteers
raked up five piles of brush over a
1/4 mile area, a major start had
been make.  The Operating
Engineers Apprentice Program
donated the use of a D-7
bulldozer crawler tractor and
Zellmer Trucking of Granville
offered the use of their D-8
bulldozer.

Heading into the Labor Day
weekend ,  ca na l wor ker s
welcomed a visit from Ralph
Fisher, chairman of the Task
Force committee for the canal and
Bob Thornberry of the Illinois
Department of Conservation.
Ar med w it h  p la ns  a nd
s u g g e s t i o n s ,  t h e  p a i r ,
accompanied by several staff
members,  conferr ed with
volunteers to determine the best
course of action.  Fisher stayed to
work alongside the volunteers and
was joined on Sunday by State
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Rep. John Kriegsman from Pekin.
On location for the grading of the
towpath (done by Orlando Smith
and Gene Stevenson at a cost of
$1.00), Fisher promised to do
what he could to get the Illinois
Department of Transportation to
spread two or three inches of
crushed rock over the base.

Upon inspecting the floor of
the aqueduct over the Little
Vermilion River,  workers
discovered that some steel plates
which had been removed when
the canal was drained 40 years
before would have to be replaced.
Lou Mahnic, local blacksmith,
welder and historian, assumed
responsibility for making the
aqueduct watertight.  But before
the steel patching process could
begin, crusty layers of silt, rust
and scale accumulation over the
last 69 years had to be scraped
and chiseled off the aqueduct
floor.  Mahnic and his cohort
John Mateika, along with
members of the Ironworkers
Local, laid bead on steel plates
donated b National Sheet Metal.
Plans call for the laying of a
coating of gunnite (a special
preparation which is seven times
as strong as concrete) to make a
permanent seal on top of the
plates.  Labor to put on the
gunnite will be donated by the
Gunn i t e Cor por at ion of
LaGrange.  In the meantime
concrete reinforcements, welding,
chipping and related work was
accomplished.

Kurkowski and Whalen
arranged for the rental of an
hydraulic pruner to trim back the
dense overhang of trees south of
the towpath.  This machine, along
with a tree-popping 100-C
Binder, were joined by the D-7 on

September 7.  As the heavy pieces
tor e thr oug h th e dense
undergrowth, the skill and
precision of operators was in
evidence.  Cottonwoods, 50-feet
tall and measuring 15 inches in
circumference fell before the
determined engineers, some of
whom did volunteer work for two
hours after putting in a full 10-
hour day on their own jobs.

By the middle of September
one could see the Illinois Central
Bridge from the Gun Club, a view
obstructed by greenery since
1930.  During all the furious
weekend activity on the canal,
many businesses offered special
prices for construction materials;
food was bought from a local
hotel, and refreshments were
donated by many persons.
Workers spent 11 weekends on
the canal and about half the
project was completed before
winter came on full blast.  The
work should be finished in about
a year, leaving this section on the
canal in total repair, a good
example of how a lot of work and
very little money can go a long,
long way.

Canal committeeman Dr.
Whalen comments further: “We
are hoping that the state will see
fit to put up another $10,000 this
summer.  With winter in full
blast, canal work is zero.  The
canal is dry but starting to fill
with snow, ice and water. Just
perfectly beautiful. With the
energy crunch and all, this project
makes all the more sense.  In fact,
the canal section we are involved
with is in walking distance of
most of the city of LaSalle and is
used as a walking trail all year
long.  Use of the canal will
involve no use of gasoline at

all....All of us (the volunteers) are
inspired by the work and never
cease to be awed by the builders
and their ingenuity.”

HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

In 1822, Congress passed the
first of several acts which
resulted, from 1836 to 1848 in the
building of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal, connecting Lake
Michigan with the Illinois River
at LaSalle.  The canal and barges
which plied it served as the
connecting link between the Great
Lakes and the Mississippi
waterway system for many years.
Financed through the sale of state
bonds and through the Federal
Government’s contribution to the
state of every other section of
land along the canal, the Illinois-
Michigan has a 36-foot bottom
width, 5-foot depth, 2 to 1side
slopes, a 15-foot wide towpath,
and a 90-foot width of land
reserve, adjacent to both sides of
the canal.

Use of the canal as a
commercially navigable waterway
has long been discontinued, and
little public use of the canal lands
has been made subsequent to
closure of the canal to
commercial navigation.  That
portion of the canal from its
terminus at the south branch of
the Chicago River to the vicinity
of Summit, a distance of some 7.5
miles, has been used as a right of
w a y for t he Stevens on
Expressway and is completely
obliterated.  Although in poor
condition in most reaches, the
remainder of the canal channel
and rights of way, are essentially
i nt a c t  a n d  ca pa ble  o f
development.
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House Bill 670, passed and
signed by Governor Dan Walker,
transfers the stewardship of the
Canal from the Department of
Transportation to the Department
of  Conserva tion,  to be

incorporated into the State Park
System.  This became effective
Jan. 1, 1974.  The state has
finished a comprehensive study
done by a planning firm, but not
yet released to the public.  The

Department of Conservation has
applied to the Department of the
Interior for inclusion of eight
segments of the canal as a
national historic district.
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“Early Days on the Illinois & Michigan Canal.” Chicago History.  The magazine of the Chicago Historical
Society  Series II, no. 3 (Winter 1974-75): 168-176.
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Marquette and Joliet made
first known proposal for
canal’s construction.

Indian Treaty of 1816 gave
U.S. land along Des Plaines
and Illinois.

Before the Canal, farmers
had to drive livestock in on
foot to Chicago markets.

Immigration reached new
heights with the need for
workers on the Canal.

“The Great Canal Scrip Fraud.”  The Magazine of Illinois 16, no. 9 (Nov. 1977): 57-60.

The Great Canal Scrip Fraud

John M. Lamb

In the first half of the 19th

century a major problem in the
young state of Illinois was a
workable paper money system to
supplement the constant shortage
of specie, or gold and silver coins.
There was no National paper
money at the time, so state banks
were started up whenever there
appeared to be a good chance for
rapid economic expansion.

In the 1830s, when the State
launched an expensive program of
internal improvements, it was only

natural that it should also create a
State Bank system to help finance
the canal, railroad and river
improvement projects. The
construction program was beyond
the means of the State, and the
State Bank system was never
really capitalized by the State. The
internal improvement scheme
would be in a state of collapse by
1839, and the State Bank would
struggle on until 1842 when it,
too, went under. Of all the
p r o g r a m s  f o r  i n t e r n a l

improvement launched in the
1830s, the only one to be brought
to a successful conclusion was the
Illinois and Michigan Canal. This
artificial waterway had been
advocated since 1673 to provide a
water link between Lake Michigan
and the Illinois River.

The project was an eminently
practical one. When it was
completed in 1848 it would
provide northern Illinois with a
transportation system that would
be of primary importance in the
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development of the state. The
canal was financed by loans
negotiated by the Ca nal
Commission, who were a state
body separate from the Internal
Improvements Commission and
were more successful in obtaining
loans in the East. Their success
was due to the obvious fact that it
was a practical project, not a
political boondoggle as were most
of the other internal improvement
projects, and also because the
Canal Commission had a large
tract of land that could be offered
as collateral. Fortunately, the
capital thus obtained could only be
used for construction of the canal
and could not be diverted to other
internal improvement schemes.

As the 1830s advanced, the
internal improvement program
wandered deeper and deeper into
financial difficulties. The State
Bank system was hardly better off.
In 1837 the State Bank had to
suspend specie payment on its
notes. In order not to tie up the
large amount of Canal funds in the
branch State Bank at Chicago by
a bankruptcy, a special session of
the legislature allowed the State
Bank to indefinitely suspend
specie payment.

By 1839 work had slowed even
on the Canal, for this depression
had hit not only Illinois, but all of
the western world. As a result, a
major problem facing the Canal
Commissioners was in paying the
contractors and the laborers.1    In
1839 a loan was negotiated in the
East by the State for the canal, but
it would be paid only in monthly
installments of $100,000.2  That
was insufficient to pay the
contractors, so it was decided to
pay with scrip redeemable in 90

days issued through the Branch
State Bank at Chicago. The scrip
was issued in $1, $2, $5, $10, $50
and $100 denominations in May
and August of that year. This was
the first canal scrip that was
issued, and these notes would
resurface in the 1850s as part of
the Great Canal Scrip Fraud.
Most of it had been redeemed by
1840.

In 1840 the legislature, angered
that some officers in the State
Branch Bank at Chicago had been
using bank funds to speculate in
pork, decided to move the bank
out of the sinful city to Lockport.3

The bank was established at the
Canal Office building in Lockport.
The Canal Commission, through
the State Bank, now issued the
second set of canal scrip. These
were issued in a variety of
denominations from $1 to $150.
Most of the money was engraved
and printed by Rawden, Wright
and Holcomb of New York, who
printed notes for a number of
canals and other types of
commercial enterprises that used
paper money. The intent of the
Canal Commissioners was that
this scrip would be used for money
throughout northern Illinois. If this
scrip was accepted, then the
problem of short-term financing
would be solved.

At an auction of canal lands in
1840 most of the land was paid for
with this 1840 scrip, which was
honored at par. In fact, many
contractors were paying their
workers with this 1840 canal
scrip. The Irish canal workers
found to their sorrow that about
the only thing they could buy with
the scrip was canal land. As a
result many bought farm land and

town lots and settled down to
become farmers, merchants and
residents in northern Illinois.

The businessmen of Chicago
were not, however, enthusiastic
about notes issued by the State
Banks even if backed by the
Illinois and Michigan Canal fund.
They preferred paper from Buffalo
banks, which were secured by
something more tangible than the
promises of the notoriously
underfinanced Illinois State Bank
System.

Not only was the issuance of
1840 a flop in creating a usable
currency for Illinois, the Canal
was finding it increasingly more
difficult to raise funds from out-
of-state bankers for the construc-
tion of the canal. The state was by
now deeply in debt, and had little
means of paying off its debt. Some
politicians openly talked of
repudiating all or part of the state
debt. The branch State Bank was
moved back to Chicago in 1841,
and in 1842 the system went into
bankruptcy.

In an effort to keep the work
going along the line of the canal,
the Canal Commissioners in 1842
issued the third scrip issue. This
was in the form of certificates of
canal indebtedness, which, in a
show of tightfistedness, were
printed on the back of the fancy
1840 notes, which had to be cut
down for that purpose. These were
issued between 1842 and 1844,
but were never really accepted. As
a result, canal construction
gradually slowed to a halt. There
was no more canal scrip issued.

In 1845 the troubles over canal
financing came to an end when the
canal was taken out from under
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the exclusive control of the state.
State creditors in New York,
Boston, and London insisted that
if they were to lend sufficient
money to finance the canal’s
completion, about $4 million, the
canal would have to be placed
under the control of three trustees,
two chosen by the out-of-state
creditors and one chosen by the
governor. Also, the state had to
promise to levy a property tax to
retire its debt. The canal remained
under the trusteeship until 1871.
Now the canal had access to
money directly from New York,
and it could pay the contractors
without going through any state
institution.

By 1848 the canal was finished
and open for business. In 1871 it
had paid off the debt and the
interest, and for some years after
that continued to pay a profit to
the state over and above its
expenses. It was one of the few
canals in America to pay its own
way.

Returning to that first issue of
canal scrip in 1839, it is now
necessary to trace its various

travels, which started in 1840. In
that year all but abut $300 of this
scrip had been redeemed. The
Canal Commission treasurer, Col.
Jacob Fry, and the secretary of the
Canal sealed most of the redeemed
notes in a wooden box; many of
these were of the $50 and $100
denomination and most had not
been hammer canceled.4   In addi-
tion to this well-sealed box, the
remainder of the scrip was put into
an old candle box. These two
boxes were taken to the Branch
State Bank at Chicago. In 1848
the State Trustee of the Canal
ordered these two boxes to be
taken from the old state bank
building to the canal offices in
Chicago. There they remained,
still sealed, but much battered
about evidently, until 1853. In that
year the newly appointed State
Trustee, Josiah McRoberts, asked
newly-elected Governor Joel
Matteson5 to take them to
Springfield so that they could be
deposited with the State Treasurer.

McRoberts had to re-pack the
scrip that was in the old candle
box, which was falling apart. This

scrip he unwisely put into a
shoebox.6  If only McRoberts had
known that shoe boxes bring out
the worst, the most illegal
avariciousness, in the make-up of
Illinois politicians! How many
otherwise ordinary Illinois
statesmen would have gone down
in the great book of Illinois politics
for their probity but for a strange
desire to put state funds in the
proximity of shoe boxes?

It appears that the obscure
McRoberts was the first to put
together these two seemingly
innocent things to produce the
state’s first financial scandal. The
shoebox and the sealed wooden
boxes were placed together in a
trunk by McRoberts one early
January day in 1853. McRoberts
met the new governor, Joel
Matteson, in Joliet, and rode with
him to LaSalle. There he helped
the governor transfer the trunk to
the Illinois Central station for the
trip to Springfield. McRoberts
returned to Chicago, and no more
was heard of the trunk with its
scrip for some years.

In 1858 it became known that
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a large amount of this scrip was
being redeemed. This had been
going on since 1856, and the
person redeeming it was none
other than Governor Matteson. As
soon as this was discovered, the
cry of fraud was heard in the land.

Matteson, who had garnered
over $200,000, was quick to
declare his innocence having, he
said, purchased the scrip from a
number of speculators. He said he
had not seen the trunk since he had
deposited it in the basement of the
Statehouse. Indeed the trunk was
found in a dusty corner of the
Statehouse basement, but not as it
had been given to the Governor in
1853. First of all, the shoebox was
gone, along with its contents. The
sealed box had evidently been
broken into and an attempt had
been made to reseal it. The elusive
shoebox was never found, not even
after Matteson’s death. So, in the
continuing Saga of the Shoe Box
in Springfield, sometimes they are

found, sometimes they disappear
forever.

Naturally, an investigation was
in order. The legislative inquiry
got as far as calling Matteson to
be a witness. He, to forestall that,
paid back to the state
$224,182.66, which he raised by
selling his Springfield mansion
and a house in Quincy.7  As soon
as the money was paid, the legis-
lative investigation was closed.

Next, a grand jury was
convened at Springfield in April
1859. It gathered a lot of
testimony about how the scrip was
packed, how it was handed over to
the Governor in Joliet, what had
been canceled, and what hadn’t;
however, Matteson was not called
upon to testify, nor were any of
the individuals from whom he said
he had purchased the scrip.

The grand jury moved to indict,
16 – 7; the next day it voted to
reconsider, but again the vote, by

a narrow margin, was for
indictment. The next day there was
another vote to reconsider, but this
time the vote was 12 – 10 not to
indict. There was much grumbling
over this, and it was  pointed out
that when the jury was chosen,
many of its members were taken
not from the voting lists but from
hangers-on about the court house,
a select group of individuals very
favorable to the former governor.8

The grand jury ordered its
transcripts printed and the case
was closed.

Thus ended the Great Canal
Scrip Fraud, a product of the
voracious Illinois shoebox. As in
subsequent shoebox cases, the
principal got off practically scot-
free. In 1873 Governor Matteson
died, somewhat besmirched to be
sure, but still well thought of, and
rather wealthy.

References, on next page.
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The Lockport Prairie, west of the Des Plaines River and south of 9th Street, is a historic site which includes
a number of rare prairie flora. One of these is “satin grass,” known to exist only in this area. In October 1977,
Mike Pasteris, superintendent of construction and development for the Will County Forest Preserve District,
told the FREE PRESS that the county planned to lease the property from the Metropolitan Sanitary District
and to gain nature preserve status for it. Pasteris predicted that when the preserve is completed, there will
be interpretive nature trails through the property. Pasteris said he has walked through the area several times
and finds the prairie “fascinating.” However, he does not recommend the walk for anyone not having a pair
of high boots, as the region is quite marshy. Pasteris said there are examples of both wet and dry prairie on
the property. The dry portion, he said, has a number of the tall grasses that made up the prairie early settlers
faced when they came to the Midwest. “It’s very similar to the prairie of a hundred years ago,” Pasteris said.
He added that the region also contains leafy prairie clover, an endangered plant species that is only found
in two or three spots in the United States. Other rare plants found in the area are big and little stem and cord
grass, he said. [Original photo has been replaced by one taken in August of 2003.]

“Valley Greatest Influence on Area.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special,  15 June 1978.
Also as “Valley Major Influence on Area.”  In Lewis University’s Alumni News Bulletin, Special feature
report.

Valley greatest influence on area

This is the first of several
articles on the history of the
Lockport area by John Lamb.

Lamb, a professor of history at
Lewis University, is active in the
Will County Historical Society

and the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council.
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The dominating feature of
Lockport is the Des Plaines
Valley. It is this natural feature
still preserved in large part that
has shaped the character of the
town. The Des Plaines Valley
was formed by the melting of the
glacier during the last ice age. As
the ice melted, the water flowed
in a torrent down to the sea. After
tearing up the area for several
thousand years (or about 10,000
years ago) it subsided into the
sluggish affair we know as the
Des Plaines River. In its youth it
had carved limestone cliffs, such
as in Dellwood Park, which
revealed to the early settlers the
valuable supply of limestone
building materials that lay readily
at hand.

The Des Plaines Valley at
Lockport was an important
gathering place for the Indians. In
prehistoric times the mound
builders constructed their
monuments, most of which are
gone, but many were recorded by
the early settlers. There were also
a large number of ordinary Indian
burial places uncovered in the
early twentieth century at Dell-
wood Park and elsewhere. The
first white explorers to go
through this area went via the
Des Plaines River. That was in
1673, and the explorers were

Marquette and Jolliet. After that,
many French missionaries and
traders passed through the future
site of Lockport on their way to
or from the Chicago Portage.
Most of that traffic ended in the
early eighteenth century.

In the 1830s the first white
settlers began to come into the
Lockport area. One of the things
they remarked about the Des
Plaines Valley was that while on
the east side of the river there
was a large stand of hardwood
trees, the west side of the river
was denuded of everything but
scrub growth. They were at a
loss to explain this fact. The
explanation appears to be that
prairie fires, an annual event
before the plains were turned by
the plow, burned to the western
edge of the Des Plaines, pushed
by the prevailing westerly winds,
but could go no further because
of the river. Hence, the fine forest
on the east side and the scarcity
to this day of trees on the west
side of the river.

Many changes have come to
the valley in the 140 years since
the white settlers came. The
building of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal diverted streams,
such as Milne and Fiddyment
Creek and others, from the Des

Plaines to the bed of the canal. In
the late nineteenth century the
building of the Chicago Ship and
Sanitary Canal necessitated the
removal of the river itself from
the east side of the Sanitary
Canal to the west side. There
have been other changes of more
recent times, but despite this, the
valley has retained much of its
original character.

While the prairie has
disappeared in most of Illinois, it
still exists in the area of the Des
Plaines Valley west of the
Sanitary Canal. Here is a unique
environment where native prairie
plants that have disappeared from
the rest of Illinois still exist.
Extremely rare native flora once
thought to be extinct in this state,
such as Prairie Satin Grass,
Lakeside Daisy and Leafy Prairie
Clover, can be found here and
probably nowhere else in the
country.

It is important that this most
important are, its ecology going
back thousands of years, be
preserved. The Des Plaines
Valley, the cradle of Lockport,
still remains in areas as it was
when the first white settlers
came. There are few such places
left in the state.
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One of Lockport’s most noteworthy pioneers was John Lane, the
inventor of the steel plow. The only monument to Lane is this
marker on the site of his farm on 7th Street east of Farrell Road.
[Staff photo by Rick Etheridge]

“John Lane and the First Steel Plow.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special, 15 June 1978.

John Lane and the first steel plow

This is the second of several
articles on the history of the
Lockport area by John Lamb.
Lamb is a professor of history at
Lewis University and is active in
the Will County Historical
Society and the Lockport
Historical Preservation Council.

In Northern Illinois in the late
1820s and early 1830s there was
an increasing number of settlers
arriving from the East. The talk of
constructing a canal from Chicago
westward and the reports of the
rich prairie soil brought them
swarming in via the Great Lakes
and the overland route. The hopes
were rich in 1830, for in that year
Chicago and Ottawa were laid out
by the Illinois and Michigan Canal
Commissioners and the promise of
this area seemed evident to
everyone.

Not so in the 1820s; in 1823
Major Long of the U.S. Army
reported after a trip through
Chicago…"

The appearance of the country
near Chicago has but few features
upon which the eye of the traveler
can swell with pleasure. There is
too much uniformity in the
scenery; the extensive water
prospect is a waste unchecked by
islands, and the fatiguing
monotony of the land scenery,
which affords no relief to the
sight, as it consists merely of a
plain in which but patches of thin
and scrubby woods are observed
scattered here and there."

Beauty is in the eye of the
beholder, or perhaps the scenery

improved as you got further away
from Chicago, because by 1834
the view had impr oved
immeasurably.  In that year a
Chicago paper quotes the
following report of a traveler
going to Lockport…”As we
advance down the Des Plaines in a
southerly direction the country
gradually becomes undulating and

rolling, dryer, better adopted to
immediate cultivation and presents
the finest advantages to the
farmer. To describe a prairie
country to those who have never
seen one, so as to give an accurate
idea of its features, is almost
impossible.

It is so unlike any other
country in its scenery, that those
who have never seen it can form
no just conception of its character
and beauty, from the most

accurate sketch we can draw of it.

Between this ideal and the
reality of agricultural exploitation
lay some problems.  First of all,
breaking prairie soil for its first
cultivation required certain
techniques not followed in the
East. The mat of prairie grasses
had to be turned over by the plow
in such a way that they lay flat

upon each other. This was done so
that the furrow would retain
moisture and not the rich native
vegetation. It would take a full
year after the prairie was first
plowed before a full crop could be
raised.

The other problem, and the
more serious one, lay para-
doxically in the richness of the soil
itself. Prairie loam was so rich and
deep that the type of plow made of
cast iron or wrought iron then used
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John Lane, Inventor of the
Steel Plow

would not clear. In other words the
soil would stick to the surface of
the plow, and frequent stops
would have to be made so it could
be scraped off by a wooden
paddle. A writer in the Prairie
Farmer observed, “...a cast iron
plow will no more clear itself in
most of our prairie soils than the
edge of a chestnut rail drawn edge-
wise."

In 1833 a 41-year old New
Englander named John Lane
would arrive on the Illinois prairie,
and he was the person who was to
solve this difficulty by inventing
the steel plow. Lane arrived in
Homer Township and settled on a
farm located on the northeast
corner of Farrell Road and 7th St.
He came with his second wife and
two children of his deceased wife.

As soon as he arrived he began
to attack the problem of building a
steel plow. The two major
problems were the insufficient
quantity of tempered plate steel,
and the problem of working steel
plate into the curved shape
necessary  for an efficient plow
moldboard. Lane appears to have
been assisted only by Levi
Hartwell and observed by his
young son, John Lane, Jr.

There was no plate steel
manufactured in this country at
that time, and none available made
to order.  Lane acquired and old
saw blade from a mill on the Des
Plaines River west of Lockport.
He was to be hampered by this
shortage of steel for at least 10
years before the product was
manufactured in Pittsburgh. The
second problem was shaping the
steel. It was difficult to work the
steel into a curved shape because

of its tendency to crack. Lane
solved this problem by cutting the
saw blade into  strips, and then
welding the strips to a thin piece
of softer iron. The plow could then
be hammered into the desired
shape. The result was ground and
polished until it was ready to do
the job. The wooden parts of the
plow, the handle and the beam,
were made by John Griswold of
Lockport. The result was found
after testing  to clear itself of the
prairie soil, or to "scour."

John Lane Sr. never patented
his important invention. He sold
the results of his first experiments
to a local farmer named Comstock
Hanford, and continued to make
plows on demand. His idea which
he first produced in 1834 or 1835
was soon taken up by other
blacksmiths on the Northern
plains. Some of the names
associated with early steel plows
were J. T. Gifford of Elgin, Ashel
Pierce of Chicago, and of course,
John Deere, who in 1837 at Grand
Detour used the same process that
Lane had used two or three years
before.

But as one of these pioneer
plow makers, J. T. Gifford,
observed in 1846, "The first steel
moldboard, I believe, was made by
Mr. Lane."

Lane was never a manufacturer
of plows, but rather a blacksmith
making plows on demand as the
farmers wanted them.

This is how Lane operated.
Indeed, all of the early ingenious
blacksmiths did not sell ready
made items, but made plows and
other implements according to
individual specifications. A letter
in 1843 to Lane from Isaac Hardy

of LaSalle bears this out. Hardy
was a brother-in-law of the I&M
Canal Engineer William Gooding
and owner of the first boat to
navigate the canal from LaSalle to
Chicago. He was interested in
obtaining a plow to win the
plowing contest at the Ottawa
Fair. Hardy was a great promoter,
and he was probably interested in
helping to improve the quality of
agriculture implements. Hardy
was very specific in his

instructions.

In fact Lane's plow that Hardy
operated came in second at the
Ottawa fair of 1843.

Lane's operation continued to
be small, although it was reported
that in 1854 he sent 200 plows to
California via Cape Horn. In 1850
he had three employees and pro-
duced 50 plows, bringing in $600.
He also did other work totaling
$1,400.

His son, John Lane, Jr., after a
dispute with his stepmother, left
the parental homestead in 1843 to
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set up a forge in Lockport. He
made plows, carriages, and
implements.  In 1856 he operated
something called the Lockport
Steam Plow Factory. But it is
probable that this didn't produce a
large number of plows.

In 1850 John Lane Jr.
produced 30 plows in his Lockport
works. He, unlike his father, was
to take out a number of patents on
plows, the first in 1857. His most
important was a patent on soft
center steel plows, to which his
father's first steel plow had
pointed. John Lane Jr. represents
the change from the blacksmith
producing plows and other
agricultural tools on individual
specifications to the large-scale
manufacturer who produces a
large number of ready made
implements.

In 1858 John Lane Jr. would
leave Lockport for  Chicago,
where he formed a factory with
some Eastern partners. He was to

make enough to retire at the age of
45.

Of course the most famous
plow maker was John Deere who
developed a method of producing
and selling large numbers of his
product, and he was to make a
fortune from it. This sort of
success brought a degree of unde-
served fame, and John Deere is
repeatedly called the originator of
the steel plow, when in reality he
was only the most successful
exploiter of the burgeoning market
for farm implements.

John Lane, Sr. died in 1857 at
the age of 65, leaving a modest
estate of $3,000.  Like many
before him he had given an
invaluable gift to posterity, but
because of lack of ability or lack
of desire to exploit it, was never to
r e c e i v e  t h e  r i g h t f u l
acknowledgment for his accomp-
lishment. After his death Lane was
largely ignored. In 1857, Scientific

America in its obituary notice
made note of his invaluable contri-
bution.

John Lane Sr., the inventor of
the steel plow, died at his
residence in Lockport, Ill., on the
5th of October after a brief illness.
Mr. Lane emigrated to Illinois in
1833 and in that year invented the
steel plow, which is now in general
use throughout the West.

The value of this invention to
the country cannot be estimated.
The name John Lane Sr. should
ever be remembered as one of the
great inventors of the country.

In 1916 the Lockport
community got around to paying
attention to his contribution by
raising $300 and erecting a marker
at the corner of Farrell Road and
Seventh St. That marker still
stands as the only public
m o n u m e n t  t o  L a n e ' s
accomplishment.
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The Old First Congregational
Church, now the Lockport Youth
Center, is one of the landmarks of
the area

“Many ‘Firsts’ Occurred in 1830s.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special, 15 June 1978.

Many ‘firsts’ occurred in 1830s

This is the third of a series on
the history of the Lockport area
by John Lamb. Lamb is a
professor of history at Lewis
University and is active in the
Will County Historical Society
and the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council. Previous
articles have dealt with the
significance of the Des Plaines
River Valley and John Lane, the
inventor of the first steel plow.

This story deals with Lockport
in the 1830s. The history of
Lockport in the 1830s can be
divided into the pre-canal era
before 1836 and the post canal era
after that date.

When the possibility of a canal
connecting Lake Michigan to the
Illinois River was widely
publicized, settlers began to move
into the area around Lockport.

In 1830 Chicago was platted
by the Illinois and Michigan
Canal commissioners, and in the
same year the first white settler
came to Lockport. He was
Armstead Runyon. Runyon
settled on the east side of the Des
Plaines River in the northern part
of the present city of Lockport.

The eastern side of the river
was heavily timbered with good
hardwood and watered by a
number of streams, while the
western side of the river was
prairie and scrub growth. The
Lockport area was one of the
earliest settled in the county,
probably because it had a good
ford across the Des Plaines and
plenty of timber and water. 

The year Runyon came to the
area was one in which the snow
seems to have fallen heavier and
deeper than any year since. His
livestock died, and in the spring
he went to Danville to buy more
cattle. His journey back was
perilous and slow because of the
snow melting and the resulting
flooding. His wife and children
were left stranded virtually alone
in this hostile environment. They
survived on salted pork and
mildewed cornmeal bread.

Aside from the more mundane
tribulations of breaking prairie
and building a house, the next
hazard to face these pioneers was
the Black Hawk War. Looking
back, the peril seems more
imagined than real. Black Hawk
and his tribe moved only through
the western part of Illinois and
there were only a few warriors.
Although there was an attack and
massacre outside Ottawa, the only

Indians around Lockport were
friendly Potawatomis.

The major peril from these
Indians was the ravages of
smallpox that had been
introduced by the White Man.
The settlers feared it would be
given back by the Red Man as an
Indian gift. Runyon’s daughter
wrote of her mother’s in-
hospitality to the Indians, when
stories of smallpox circulated.
The  Indians had a large encamp-
ment between the present site of
Dellwood Park and Big Run
Creek.

When the settlers around
Lockport heard of Black Hawk’s
movements, they first fled to Fort
Dearborn, near Chicago. They
soon decided to go back to
Lockport where they built a
blockhouse on the farm of Holder
Sisson.

Fort Sission was Lockport’s
only military establishment and
not a very formidable fort. But it
was secure enough as long as
military operations centered
elsewhere. The commander of the
Lockport forces was Sisson, who
had served in the War of 1812.
He was appointed captain of the
Lockport Company.

The unit’s only action was to
proceed to the site of the
massacre in LaSalle County to
bury the dead.

Holder Sisson was later to be
one of the first commissioners of
Cook County; before 1836 there
was no Will County. Soon after
the Black Hawk War he sold his
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farm to Comstock Hanford and
moved west of the Des Plaines.

Several ‘firsts’ for Lockport
occurred in those early days.
Lockport’s first white child was
Orrin R. Runyon, born in 1833.
He and his father, Armstead,
would leave Lockport in 1849 to
seek their fortunes in the
California gold fields. The elder
Runyon settled and made a
fortune on the Sacramento River
as a fruit and vegetable grower.
He is buried at Santa Rosa. His
son did well as a fruit grower near
Cortland, Calif.

The first death in Lockport
was the sister of the first doctor,
Dr. Miner, who came in 1833.
The first justice of the peace was
Jared Runyon in 1836. The first
mill, a saw mill, was built on the
west side of the Des Plaines in
1833. The first school was started
in 1833.

One of the early preachers
used to hold services in the school
house before there was a church.
He used to attract the attention of
his listeners by wiping his nose
on his coat tail during the sermon.
His flock was apparently so
moved by Christian charity that it
is recorded that the bought him a
red bandana.

Some of the firsts of the 1830s
are recorded; others are
not—some are probably better
left unrecorded. A listing of all
those recorded would be too
tedious to dwell upon.

The year of 1836 was a crucial
one for Lockport. In 1836 the
county of Will was created. On
July 4, the first shovel was turned
in the long-promised Illinois and
Michigan Canal.

Armstead Runyon, antici-
pating a land boom, laid out an
area in the northern part of town
called Runyon Town. However,
his plans were to be superseded
by the canal commissioners, who
had decided to make Lockport the
headquarters for the canal. The
reason for their action was that
between  Lockport and Joliet, the
largest fall in elevation on the line
of the canal occurs. It seemed that
Lockport’s site would be a natural
location for the most important
town on the canal.

The first plat by the canal
commissioners was mapped in
December 19, 1836. It was done
by a Mr. Wampler, but evidently
not filed in the court house.  It
shows an interesting symmetrical
town laid on an axis formed by
the canal. On Washington Street
between 2nd and 3rd and between
11th and 12th, two half-blocks
were reserved for markets.
Halfway between the markets was
the public square. There was land
to be reserved for a college.

These sites were changed
when the map was filed in 1837,
but the town would still pivot
around the canal.

The promise of the canal was
c e n t r a l  t o  L o c k p o r t ’ s
development in the 1830s. At that
time, it was planned to construct
a deep water canal that would
draw water via the Chicago River
from Lake Michigan. As a result,
the potential energy from water
power would be greatest at
Lockport.

In 1837 a travel guide for
settlers coming to Illinois titled A
Gazetteer of Illinois in Three
Parts, said there would be a 20-
foot fall on the canal at Lockport

and that this would be enough to
supply enough power to run 234
pairs of mill wheels or enough for
about 20 mills or other factories
that used water power.

W.B. Archer, a canal
commissioner, platted some land
in the northern part of the town
and advertised in the Chicago
American in April 1837, that
Lockport “...is surrounded by one
of the richest agricultural sections
of the state commanding the trade
of the Yankee settlement on the
east and Plainfield and the sur-
rounding country on the west and
is supported by a heavy body  of
water, timber, stone and springs
of the purest water. There is now
in operation within a quarter mile
a first rate saw mill and a flouring
mill of stone is contracted to be
built at the same place.”

The prospects for Lockport
seemed so great in the 1830s that
though the original town laid out
by the canal commissioners didn’t
advertise, various additions such
as Archer’s were constantly
brought to the attention of settlers
arriving in Chicago.

On July 15 an ad appeared for
more lots for Lockport, noting,
“Lockport, extensively known as
the best commercial point
between the commencement of
the canal and its termination is the
center for the best improved
country on the line of the canal.
The canal to this point is
calculated for steam boat or ship
navigation and is to be fed from
Lake Michigan.”

So it seemed that Lockport
would be the pre-eminent town on
the canal. These hopes founded
upon the abundance of water
power were to be dashed in the
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1840s when it became apparent
that the state could not afford the
cost of the deep cut necessary to
drain Lake Michigan water.

The fabric of Lockport was set
though. In 1837 the first
substantial structure in town was
built. It is the north wing of the
present canal museum. It was to
serve as canal headquarters, land
office. For a few months in 1839
it served as the branch of the
Bank of Illinois. In that capacity,
the canal commissioners issued a
number of notes in various
denominations to be used as
currency. It was hoped that these
would be accepted throughout

Northern Illinois. However, since
they were backed by nothing but
the state’s name, not a byword for
fiscal integrity at the time,  they
were never accepted.

The first good road out of
Chicago was built to Lockport
and the canal offices. It was
known as Archer’s Road and
survives to this day as Route 171.

Under the impact of canal
construction and its promised
benefits, Lockport prospered in
the 1830s, to the extreme
discomfort of neighboring Joliet,
or Julliete, as it was called at the
time.

Lock 1, near modern-day
Division Street, was completed
before the end of the decade. The
Congregational Church in 1839
built the stone Greek Revival
structure that survives today as
the Lockport Youth Center. The
building had a fine portico that
was removed in the late 19th

Century and replaced with a stone
facade.

In 1839 things seemed very
promising for Lockport, but the
succeeding decade would see
many of these hopes brought to
naught.
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Lockport viewed by 1840's visitor

This is the fourth in a series of
articles on the history of Lockport
by John Lamb.  Lamb is a
professor of history at Lewis
University and active in the Will
County Historical Society and the
Lockport Historic Preservation
Council.  This article deals with
Lockport in the early 1840s. 

By 1840 Lockport had become
a settled village, expanding rapidly
because of the promise of water
power from the canal.

In 1837 the first sale of lots in
Lockport had occurred, yielding
$6000. By 1840 there were a
number of buildings in Lockport
such as the Canal offices and the
Congregational Church, now the
Lockport Youth Center. General
Fry, a veteran of the Blackhawk
War and a canal commissioner,
had built a fine residence on the
present site of the Heritage First
National Bank. The house was
part of the old library building
which was torn down in the 1960s.
Next to Fry’s house was one built
by General Thornton, another
canal commissioner.

The stonework for the canal
was completed at Lockport,
though nowhere else on the canal.
As a result, there was a great deal
of stone quarrying going on. It had
been discovered that Lockport
stone made a high quality
hydraulic cement necessary for
canal structures such as Lock
Number 1, near present-day
Division Street.

Joe Buckingham was an
Englishman on his way to Chicago

in 1840. After fording the Des
Plaines River, he entered Lockport
and first noticed the canal works.
He then noted that about 200
homes were built and “...the
greater number were large,
commodious, in good taste and
ornamented with surrounding
gardens.”

Buckingham further noted that
the site of Lockport was
“...remarkably beautiful as here
the prairie changed to woods and
the hills had occasional trees and
small groves.” This gave the town
the appearance of a park, wrote
Buckingham. “It was all in all one
of the prettiest towns we had seen
along the way.”

An 1840 visitor would arrive in
Lockport after first crossing the
boulder-strewn Des Plaines
Valley. He would then find the
canal works, a well laid out and
immense engineering project in the
midst of the Northern Illinois
Wilderness.

The walls of the canal were
nine feet high and built from local
stone. The canal was 100 feet
wide. The canal had very little
water in it, making the structure
even more impressive. To the
south of the village lay Lock
Number 1, the only lock as yet
completed. It was a massive, stone
structure. One eastern observer
called it, “A very beautiful lock.”

The village lay several hundred
feet east of the canal, and behind
the large houses and lots rose the
wooded ridge of the Des Plaines
River Valley. It made quite an

attractive scene.

 Having arrived, the visitor
could put up at one of the local
public houses. Generally, these
establishments had a bad
reputation. Public houses in
Lockport, however, were never so
characterized.

John Davis, a renowned
Massachusetts Whig governor and
senator, came to Lockport on
canal business in December 1844.
He stayed in the town one month
at Rucker’s Tavern, a temperance
house. Such places were common
in Illinois at the time and were
preferred because they were not
patronized by the heavy-drinking
Irish canal workers.

Gov. Davis described Rucker
as an “old, fat, good-natured man”
and described the lodgings.  “He
put me into a small chamber with
a rag carpet, two beds and a pine
table, one plank chair. There was
a thin board door about an inch
and a half from the floor, with no
catch to latch it. It was warmed by
a small stove."

It was December and central
heating was unknown, so Davis
sent for the landlord. Together
they stopped up the crack under
the door and put a catch on the
door so as to make the room more
comfortable.

The next night was very windy,
wrote Davis. The sky was lighted
up by prairie fires. “While I am
writing,” he noted, “the horizon is
brightly illuminated in almost all
directions with the streaming
flames of the fire upon the
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prairies. They all appear to be
some miles distant, but to one
accustomed  to such scenes, it is a
little startling to witness the bright
reflections from the sky....” 

The modern equivalent of this
effect would be the flare at the
Texaco refinery which on certain
winter nights seems to light up the
whole sky, but is neither so
dramatic nor romantic as the
prairie fires.

Prairie fires could be a
problem. In the 1830s Holder
Sisson’s farm buildings and
livestock on the west side of the
river were wiped out by a prairie
fire two days after he moved in.

On Dec. 10, Davis went to

church not once, but twice. In the
morning he went to the
Congregational Church. Seated on
wooden benches, 200 members of
the congregation heard a
Methodist preach the sermon.
Davis noted, “The closing prayer
by the regular minister was
excellent.” The latter was
probably the Rev. Jonathan Porter.
In the afternoon, Porter attended
Episcopal services held in the
school house. The 40 members
present listened to a denunciation
of Roman Catholicism and High
Church attitudes by a rector from
Joliet, who called such practices
“sinful and heresy.”

Davis’s Sunday ended with a

musical program performed by the
Ruckers in the  evening. “The
daughter  of our  landlord
entertained us with singing
accompanied with the accordion,”
wrote Davis. "They evidently had
a good natural taste for music but
there is not a very good
opportunity for cultivating it
here.”

On other evenings during his
stay, Davis was entertained at
General Fry’s residence with
coffee and conversation. Gov.
Ford, the present chief executive
of Illinois, was staying at Fry’s
and took part in these sessions
along with Canal Engineer
William Gooding.
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Lack of funds dashes 1840s hopes

This is the fifth in a series of
articles on the history of the
Lockport area by John Lamb.
Lamb is a professor of history at
Lewis University and is active in
the Will County Historical
Society and the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council. This
selection deals with Lockport in
the late 1840s.

In the early history of
Lockport, the Illinois and
Michigan Canal was predominant,
and the town dominated the
history of the canal.

At first it had been anticipated
that with a “deep cut,” water from
Lake Michigan would flow
directly down to give Lockport a
high amount of waterpower. Also
it was felt that large boats could
come directly down from the lake
to Lockport.

By 1845 it was obvious that
these prospects would not be
realized. The State was nearly
bankrupt and anxious to get the
canal opened as swiftly and
cheaply as possible, making the
"deep cut" out of the question.
This considerably reduced the
prospects for Lockport’s
development, and the hope that she
would be the principal town on the
canal quietly faded.

Still, Lockport and the canal
were closely bound together. The
canal office seemed to be the
center of town activities. In 1839
the first Fourth-of-July celebration
centered at the canal office. First,
there was a barbecue, then a
Fourth-of-July oration, followed

by a reading of the Declaration of
Independence and a grand
procession.

The day ended with a dance in
the canal office, music provided
by a fiddler from Kane County,
who had to be paid $60 in
advance.  This windfall enabled
the fiddler to drink deep of the
wine, and he supplied the dancers
with but a taste of his talents
before he passed out.

This was the last recorded use
of the canal office for dancing, but
in 1847 Canal Engineer Gooding
was concerned that the center of
canal operations would be entirely
rented out for other purposes. He
notes in a letter to the canal
trustees:  “I mention this because
one room is already a law office, a
magistrate infects another, and it
is hinted that another still may be
in demand for a grocer.”

By 1846 there was increasing
difficulty in the rush to complete
the canal.  The state seemed
unconcerned with it. The state
trustee, Col. Oakley, was more
interested in attacking the
engineers and contractors and
stirring up trouble among the Irish
workers than in speeding the
completion of the canal. The
prominent legislators from this
area, such as Sen. J.A. Matteson
of Joliet and Sen. Reddick of
Ottawa, saw more profitability to
themselves from helping the
railroads than in helping the canal.
Governor French joined these
forces and threw every available
obstacle in the way of Gooding

and the eastern trustees who were
determined to see the canal
finished. 

As soon as it was completed,
Oakley was able to get Gooding
fired, and the aforementioned state
senators set about getting charters
so that railroads, such as the Rock
Island, could undermine the
canal’s profitability.

However, in April of 1848 the
canal that had been 12 years in
building was finally opened. In
Lockport at 13th Street and the
canal,  the final touches were
being put on the boat that would
open the canal.  This was the
“Genr’l Fry,” built by Capt.
Charles K. Porter, assisted by
Isaac Nobes, himself an experi-
enced sailor in the British Navy
and on the Great Lakes.

   On the last day of March she
was launched, sliding sideways
into the canal. On April 1 she
made her maiden voyage to Joliet.
A few days later she made her first
official voyage to Joliet laden with
notables and non-notables. The
principle speaker from the deck of
the boat was the Lockport lawyer,
G. D. A. Parks.  On April 10 the
“General Fry,” filled with
passengers, set sail for Chicago,
where she was greeted with a great
celebration. On arrival at
Bridgeport there were a large
number of people waiting. As the
boat appeared, drawn by horses
down the canal, a contemporary
accounts says: “A volunteer escort
dashed off (carriages, ladies on
horseback and horsemen) to meet
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her as she came on, crowded to
her utmost with ladies and
gentlemen from the interior.”

At about 5 p.m. the “Genr’l
Fry” was locked from the canal
into the Chicago River. After the
orator Parks had delivered himself
of a reply to the oratorical trumpet
blast of the mayor of Chicago, the
boats proceeded from Bridgeport
to Chicago, where the festivities
continued on dry land with toasts
and merrymaking.

The “Genr’l Fry” was basically
a freight boat, and she soon was at
work hauling a more prosaic
cargo.  Although the canal would
not carry a full head of water until
the summer of 1848, boats
carrying cargoes of up to 100 tons
were plying the canal by late
April.

After the canal was opened and

Lockport settled down to the
routine of a more circumscribed
life, many of the first pioneers got
itchy feet.  The announcement of
the California gold discovery
allowed them to scratch their feet
by heading west to seek a fortune.

In 1849 a Lockport group was
organized called the “Lockport
Company” to take the overland
route to the presumed golden west.
It was led by J. A. Gooding, a
brother of the canal engineer, and
it included Armstead Runyon and
many others. Gooding returned in
1850 enriched by his western
adventures, which encouraged
more to move by whatever means,
west. Some went by foot, some by
horse, and some by canal.

In 1850 the following
advertisement appeared in a local
paper: “To Calif. Emmigrents
[sic] for St. Louis direct.  The

staunch and superior freight
Packet ‘Governor Davis’ L. D.
Norton Master will leave Lockport
on Tuesday, March 19 at 3 p.m.
The ‘Gov. Davis’ has ample
capacity for freight or wagons,
b a g g a g e  e tc .  a n d  h e r
accommodations for passengers
are unsurpassed by any boat on
the Canal.”

In 1850 Mancel Talcott,
brother of the canal super-
intendent, summed up the feelings
of many. “You will naturally ask
me what I think of the Gold
Emmigration [sic].  I feel that it is
one of the greatest humbugs the
American people ever got into
their heads.” While some of
Lockport stayed in California,
others came back to the area
resolved to settle down and let the
frontier move west without them.
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On a snowy day in 1978, the long unused lock of the Old Canal looks
very much different from the days when it was a center of activity and
the spot for occasional brawls between Lockport residents and
residents of that town to the south. [Staff photo by Rick Etheridge]

“Ill Wind Blew Down Early Canal.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special, 15 June 1978.

Ill wind blew down early canal

This is the sixth in a series of
articles on the history of Lockport
by John Lamb.  Lamb is professor
of history at Lewis University and
is active in the Will County
Historical Society and the
Lockport Historic Preservation
Council.  This article deals with
Lockport’s early relations with a
neighboring city to the south.

Have you noticed that
Lockport  seems to have
disappeared from the pages of the
newspaper printed in the County
Seat? This seeming inattention to
Lockport’s affairs is not merely
myopia because we are so close;
rather, it is part of a historic
pattern going back more than 140
years. It began with the building of
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.

It seemed to some that the
development of effective water
power at Lockport would
somehow undermine Joliet down
stream. Since Lockport was
higher, it would be able to take
full advantage of this water power.
But a correspondent from the
‘Joliet Signal’ wrote in 1847 that
if Lockport were to take full
advantage of water power, it
would not be because of the
natural fall of water, but rather
because of a conspiracy in
Lockport.

Chief Canal Engineer William
Gooding had submitted his report
on water power at Lockport, and
the Signal wrote: “These
statements of the chief engineer
which he sends with his annual
report seem to be tinged with too

much partiality towards the place
of his residence.”

In August 1847 Jake Utica
wrote that plans to expand water
power at Lockport were a plot by
the canal engineer and others to
boost Lockport at the expense of
Joliet. The county seat’s inferiority
bump was sensitive in those days;
perhaps it was fearful it would
become the county behind.

Animosity toward Lockport is
further illustrated by incidents that
occurred during the cholera
epidemic of 1849.  In late June the

Signal reported that nine persons
had died in Joliet, with 30 other
cases reported. The ‘Lockport
Telegraph’ reported that Lockport
had been free of the pestilence,
though Chicago had hundreds of
cases and the disease had made
“alarming ravages” in Joliet, only
five miles distant.

The Signal responded by
claiming these claims were lies
and showed Lockport’s hostile
feelings toward Joliet.  The paper
went on to say, “Taken in
connection with the canal
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superintendent’s act in having the
basin drained, there certainly is
displayed a most unwarrantable
policy on the part of a few in
Lockport to injure a neighboring
town.” The paper claimed that the
epidemic was being caused by the
low level of the basin between
Jackson and Jefferson Streets.
Actually, the water level was low
because of a lack of rain.

These comments stirred up a
hornet’s nest in Joliet. The canal
superintendent went to Joliet to
explain; a delegation of Jolietans
went to Lockport to complain, and
finally a mob descended upon the
lockkeeper at Joliet.

On July 14 Superintendent Ed
Talcott reported, “Several of the
citizens of Joliet have interfered to
prevent the lockkeeper from a
proper discharge of his duty by
closing the gates and recently by
forcibly throwing him into the
canal when he was in the act of
opening the gates. In short, they

have so intimidated him that he
says he dare not discharge his
duty.”

In a word, the good citizens
were determined not to let the
canal operate at all as their actions
prevented passage through Lock
Number 5.  

The next issue of the Signal
returned to the charge.  “We
reiterate again that we are more
strongly convinced that the act of
dr awi ng off wat er was
premeditated and intended for the
injury of our town. That the
people of Lockport approve of
such conduct we cannot persuade
ourselves to believe. In conclusion
we assure you that we do not feel
the slightest jealousy toward
Lockport but at the same time we
will not submit in silence to be
trodden upon by a few canal
officials who hold property in that
village.”

Well, maybe they felt no
jealousy but they certainly felt

something. Joliet historian George
Woodruff wrote in 1878, “We had
o n e  c o m m o n
enemy–Lockport–and like the
Jews during the siege of
Jerusalem, we temporarily forgot
our domestic quarrels and
combined to fight the common foe.
The canal authorities seemed, at
least to our jaundiced eyes, to
throw their influence to favor and
build up a rival city. We used to
delegate largely against the Archer
Road and the canal basin and the
canal office, etc., etc.”

He finished by saying there
was a map drawn by the canal
authorities and widely distributed
that showed all sorts of towns and
settlements along the canal but
excluded Joliet.

It is fairly clear that no such
map was ever  printed or
distributed. Just another fantasy
conjured up by the paranoid vision
of the county seat.
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Around the tree – circa 1860

This is the seventh of a series
of articles by John Lamb.  Lamb
is professor of history at Lewis
University and is active in the
Will Country Historical Society
and the Lockport Historic Preser-
vation Council. This article deals
with the Christmas holidays in the
19th Century.

Our picture of Christmas in the
19th century is that
portrayed by Dickens
in such stories as “The
Christmas Carol” and
taken from Harper’s
Weekly as a well-to-
do family gathers
around the Christmas
t ree. It wa s a
memorable holiday
filled with sleigh rides
a n d  c a n d l e - l i t
Christmas trees.

Maybe that was
tr ue,  but  when
Lockport was slowly being built
on the frontier, it passed like any
other winter day.

In 1844, Massachusetts Gover-
nor John Davis visited Lockport to
examine and report on the canal’s
value to the financiers in London.
His personal journals are filled
with detailed information on his
stay here during the month of
December. As already mentioned
in an earlier article in this series,
he attended church twice on
Sunday and wrote in some detail
about it.

However, Dec. 25 seems to
have been a normal business day.
No special mention of Christmas

is made. It is possible that the
Governor’s New England
temperament frowned upon
celebrating Christmas because of
some puritanical scruple. What-
ever the reason, nothing worth
noting occurred in Lockport on
Dec. 25, 1844.

How different it was 16 years
later in 1860. That day was

celebrated just as we imagine they
celebrated  Christmas in the “good
old days.” First of all, there was
little or no pushing of merchandise
by stores. Christmas was only a
big thing on Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day.

In 1860 J. D. Walker wrote for
the Joliet True Democrat about
Christmas in Lockport. On
Christmas Eve about 20 or 30
young people got together and had
a sleigh ride to Plainfield.“The
sleighing was tolerable, the supper
was excellent and the dancing first
rate, particularly when animated
by a gentleman of the party
expressly for the occasion.”  What
kind of music it was is not

indicated, or if it was in fact,
music at all. But whatever it was it
did not come from the radio or the
television set, and it certainly was
enjoyed.

On Christmas day in 1860 the
writer says...“Our village was as
busy as a hive of bees; good
nature and cordiality was the order
of the day.” It was a white

Christmas certainly
because in addition to
the festivities at home,
everybody, families,
juveniles and a
number of young
ladies and gentlemen
were driving all over
town in sleighs.... “to
the merry music of
sleigh bells, shouting
to each other ‘Hurrah!
for Merry Christmas!’
”

The modern reader
can’t help but feel that Walker’s
sentiments about that White
Christmas 117 years ago were
influenced by the fast approaching
war that would hurl some of those
hearty young men into an early
grave. The approaching Civil War
must have given an anxious
quality to the festivities.

But like every Christmas, it
brought more memories than
apprehensions. Wrote Walker,
“What old associations come
thronging about us when we hear
the cry of ‘Merry Christmas.’

 “Our schoolboy days of
reckless gaity [sic], our friends
with whom we gathered around the
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fireside or table, beneath the
paternal roof, on Christmas days,
long, long ago; our sleigh rides
and our frolics, our watching for
Santa Claus till sleep overcame
vigilance, and our gratitude to the
invisible spirit when we grasped
the well filled stocking, and pured
[sic] forth its childish treasures,
the possession of which have given
us more pleasure than would know
the aquisition [sic} of piles of

glittering gold, or innumerable
fleeting senseless honors.  Hurrah,
for Merry Christmas!”

Then Mr. Walker goes on in a
tone and style echoing Dickens’
“Christmas Carol.” “The old man
becomes young, and the young
man becomes old, as the memory
of various scenes of happiness or
care passed through on this day
years ago passes before him and
he laughs or weeps on the annual

return of the great Christmas
festival, as these memories, the
spirit of bygone days, crowd
around him.”

What else can be said of
Christmas 1977 or 1860, except
an impious wish for a White
Christmas, and to say with that
Lockportian who wrote so long
ago, “Merry Christmas and Happy
New Year!”
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Homer, Lockport always close

This is the latest in a series on
the history of Lockport by John
Lamb. Lamb, a professor of
history at Lewis University, is
president of the Illinois Canal
Society. He is active in the Will
County Historical Society and the
Lockport Historical Preservation
Council.

L o c kp or t  and H omer
Townships have always been
closely connected. The two
townships were once linked
together under the general name of
Yankee Settlement.  That name
came about in this way:  the area
was originally settled by people
from Indiana about 1830. This
group was soon overwhelmed by a
large influx of settlers from New
England, New York and Ohio. The
entire area of Homer and Lockport
Townships east of the Des Plaines
River went under the name of
Yankee Settlement because of this.

When news of the Black Hawk
War hit the area in 1832, the first
thought of the settlers was to take
refuge at Fort Dearborn in
Chicago.  But they had hardly
arrived in Chicago when they
decided, at the suggestion of
Armstead Runyon, to go back  to
Yankee Settlement and build their
own fortifications. Fort Sisson
was built on Holder Sisson’s
property and was actually little
more than a blockhouse.  The fort
was the headquarters and garrison
of Sisson’s company. The attack
from the Indians never came, and
Yankee Settlement’s first and only
military operation came when the
company went to reconnoiter the

scene of a massacre that took
place in La Salle County.  And
today nothing remains of that early
symbol of pioneer fortitude, Fort
Sisson.

After the Black Hawk War,
settlers flooded into Yankee
Settlement. In 1836 Will County
was separated from Cook County,
and Yankee Settlement was broken
up. The larger part became Homer
Township, and the settlement at
Lockport became part of Lockport
Township. Homer was named for
Homer County in New York, the
home of one of Yankee
Settlement’s county officials.

Despite the rush of settlers into
Homer, there were only two towns
established there.  Both had post
offices in the 19th century.

The more important was
Hadley, which was named after
Hadley, Mass. It was a little larger
than Gooding’s Grove. That
hamlet was named after James
Gooding, who came from New
York with his family in 1832. The
most famous of the Gooding brood
was William, who grew up to be
the engineer responsible for
building the Illinois and Michigan
Canal.  William Gooding was also
said to be responsible for planting
the first orchard in the county.  He
wrote articles for the Prairie
Farmer  before becoming
completely involved in the
construction of the canal. In that
journal he wrote on such topics as
types of fencing other than timber
that settlers could use on the
prairie. In early Yankee

Settlement, timber was as rare as
hen’s teeth.

Both Hadley and Gooding’s
Grove shrunk to crossroads
settlements; their promise was
denied by the fact that no railroads
were built through Homer
Township.  So, Lockport remained
the capital of Yankee Settlement,
even though it was outside the
township boundaries.

Homer may not have developed
any towns, but her importance in
the history of the county rests
upon the number of important
figures that settled there. Of the
early settlers, the most important
was John Lane, because of his
contribution to the development of
farming on the prairie. Lane
developed the steel plow that
enabled the early settlers to
effectively break the rich soil on
the Illinois prairie. He had come
west with several families who
were to settle in Homer in 1833.
These pioneers came together by
ship from Buffalo to Chicago.
From Chicago, they went overland
along the Des Plaines River. They
crossed the river at Lockport at
what was called Butterfield’s
Ford.

It took two days to get from
Chicago to Homer.  Other settlers
came west overland directly. That
trip from the east took four weeks
to reach Yankee Settlement.  But
whether by land or water, those
that came to Homer found the soil
to be extremely fertile. The prairie
there was regarded as the most
beautiful in Will County. How-



59

ever, the prairie did not last long;
it was soon settled and plowed
under to provide the rich farm land
that made the township prosper.

After 1840 a new group
arrived at Yankee Settlement.
These were wealthy Scottish and
English families who bought out
many of the early Hoosier settlers.
The result was a number of very
prosperous farms in the township.

T h er e  w a s  a l s o  s o m e
manufacturing. John Lane was
making his inestimable steel
prairie plow until his death in
1857. A saw mill was built on
Spring Creek in 1838 or 1839.
Charles M. Gray manufactured
such early hand-operated farm
implements as grain cradles and
fanning mills. This sort of
equipment would later be replaced

by reapers, thrashers and mowers.
Charles Gray moved to Chicago,
where he held an important
position with the Michigan
Southern Railroad. He also
became mayor of Chicago.

Even though Yankee Settle-
ment was not populous, it
produced some eminent figures in
the early history of Illinois.
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Homer, Lockport always close

This is the latest in a series on
the history of Lockport by John
Lamb. Lamb, a professor of
history at Lewis University, is
president of the Illinois Canal
Society. He is active in the Will
County Historical Society and the
Lockport Historical Preservation
Council.

L o c kp or t  and H omer
Townships have always been
closely connected. The two
townships were once linked
together under the general name of
Yankee Settlement.  That name
came about in this way:  the area
was originally settled by people
from Indiana about 1830. This
group was soon overwhelmed by a
large influx of settlers from New
England, New York and Ohio. The
entire area of Homer and Lockport
Townships east of the Des Plaines
River went under the name of
Yankee Settlement because of this.

When news of the Black Hawk
War hit the area in 1832, the first
thought of the settlers was to take
refuge at Fort Dearborn in
Chicago.  But they had hardly
arrived in Chicago when they
decided, at the suggestion of
Armstead Runyon, to go back  to
Yankee Settlement and build their
own fortifications. Fort Sisson
was built on Holder Sisson’s
property and was actually little
more than a blockhouse.  The fort
was the headquarters and garrison
of Sisson’s company. The attack
from the Indians never came, and
Yankee Settlement’s first and only
military operation came when the
company went to reconnoiter the

scene of a massacre that took
place in La Salle County.  And
today nothing remains of that early
symbol of pioneer fortitude, Fort
Sisson.

After the Black Hawk War,
settlers flooded into Yankee
Settlement. In 1836 Will County
was separated from Cook County,
and Yankee Settlement was broken
up. The larger part became Homer
Township, and the settlement at
Lockport became part of Lockport
Township. Homer was named for
Homer County in New York, the
home of one of Yankee
Settlement’s county officials.

Despite the rush of settlers into
Homer, there were only two towns
established there.  Both had post
offices in the 19th century.

The more important was
Hadley, which was named after
Hadley, Mass. It was a little larger
than Gooding’s Grove. That
hamlet was named after James
Gooding, who came from New
York with his family in 1832. The
most famous of the Gooding brood
was William, who grew up to be
the engineer responsible for
building the Illinois and Michigan
Canal.  William Gooding was also
said to be responsible for planting
the first orchard in the county.  He
wrote articles for the Prairie
Farmer  before becoming
completely involved in the
construction of the canal. In that
journal he wrote on such topics as
types of fencing other than timber
that settlers could use on the
prairie. In early Yankee

Settlement, timber was as rare as
hen’s teeth.

Both Hadley and Gooding’s
Grove shrunk to crossroads
settlements; their promise was
denied by the fact that no railroads
were built through Homer
Township.  So, Lockport remained
the capital of Yankee Settlement,
even though it was outside the
township boundaries.

Homer may not have developed
any towns, but her importance in
the history of the county rests
upon the number of important
figures that settled there. Of the
early settlers, the most important
was John Lane, because of his
contribution to the development of
farming on the prairie. Lane
developed the steel plow that
enabled the early settlers to
effectively break the rich soil on
the Illinois prairie. He had come
west with several families who
were to settle in Homer in 1833.
These pioneers came together by
ship from Buffalo to Chicago.
From Chicago, they went overland
along the Des Plaines River. They
crossed the river at Lockport at
what was called Butterfield’s
Ford.

It took two days to get from
Chicago to Homer.  Other settlers
came west overland directly. That
trip from the east took four weeks
to reach Yankee Settlement.  But
whether by land or water, those
that came to Homer found the soil
to be extremely fertile. The prairie
there was regarded as the most
beautiful in Will County. How-
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ever, the prairie did not last long;
it was soon settled and plowed
under to provide the rich farm land
that made the township prosper.

After 1840 a new group
arrived at Yankee Settlement.
These were wealthy Scottish and
English families who bought out
many of the early Hoosier settlers.
The result was a number of very
prosperous farms in the township.

T h er e  w a s  a l s o  s o m e
manufacturing. John Lane was
making his inestimable steel
prairie plow until his death in
1857. A saw mill was built on
Spring Creek in 1838 or 1839.
Charles M. Gray manufactured
such early hand-operated farm
implements as grain cradles and
fanning mills. This sort of
equipment would later be replaced

by reapers, thrashers and mowers.
Charles Gray moved to Chicago,
where he held an important
position with the Michigan
Southern Railroad. He also
became mayor of Chicago.

Even though Yankee Settle-
ment was not populous, it
produced some eminent figures in
the early history of Illinois.
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Lockport as financial center

This is the latest in a series on
the history of Lockport by John
Lamb. Lamb, a professor of
history at Lewis University, is
president of the Illinois Canal
Society and is the newly-elected
chairman of the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council.  He is
active in the Will County
Historical Society and is this year
again serving as chairman of the
Old Canal Days Committee.

For a while during the 1830s
and 1840s, Lockport was the
financial capital of Northern
Illinois. Lockport’s currency had
an effect on state finances even
after the town lost its important
status.

During these early years, there
was even a “shoebox scandal”
reminiscent of Illinois politics in
the 1970s.

In the early days of Lockport’s
existence, the State of Illinois was
faced with a major problem.
There was no currency. The
Federal Government did not issue
notes, and coins were inadequate
for the needs of rapid commercial
expansion. The state issued a
number of state banks with power
to issue bank notes. However, the
state failed to supply any capital
for these state banks, and few
people were interested in buying
stock in such flimsy financial
institutions. Still, the state banks
issued currency, and Illinois
launched an extremely ambitious
program of railroad and canal
building.

Of all these projects, only one
was financially feasible and

promised a return on the
investment; this was the Illinois
and Michigan Canal.  The I & M
Canal Commissioners found in
1839 that they were the only state
body that could borrow money
from bankers on the Eastern
Seaboard. State banks by 1837
were unable to redeem their notes
but were prevented from going
bankrupt so that the canal funds
in the State Branch Bank in
Chicago could not be confiscated.

I n  1 8 3 9  th e  C a n a l
Commissioners issued their first
script. These notes could be
redeemed in 90 days and were the
only viable paper currently in
Illinois at the time. The notes
were issued by the State Branch
Bank at Chicago from Lockport,
but their real value lay in the fact
that they were signed by either
General Thornton or Colonel Fry,
the Canal Commissioners living
in Lockport. They were used in
denominations of $1 to $100, and
by 1840, almost all of them had
been cashed at the Canal Office in
Lockport.

But the financial stability of
the canal was no longer believed
and the issue flopped; not even
the hard -press ed cana l
contractors would accept them. In
1845 the canal was taken over by
the state’s creditors, who raised
sufficient funds to finish the
waterway by 1848.

No more notes were issued by
the Canal Commissioners, and
Lockport’s days as an important
financial center were over.

However, that was not the end

of the canal script.  The travels of
the first issue of 1839 would
gradually take on increased
significance and fuel Illinois’ first
financial scandal. And the
shoebox, which reappeared in
1970 with the death of Secretary
of State Paul Powell, made its
first appearance.

In 1853 Joel Matteson of Joliet
was elected governor.  He was the
first and last governor from this
region.  Canal script had after
1845 been shipped from Lockport
to the Chicago canal office.  One
state canal trustee decided it
would be best to ship this script
down to Springfield to the state
treasurer. He packed some of the
script in a trunk, which he sealed,
and a quantity of $50 and $100
notes in a shoebox.

However, the script was not
turned over to the state treasurer;
it disappeared only to reappear a
few years later when a large
quantity of $100 and $50 bills
were presented to the state
treasurer for redemption. By
whom? By none other than ex-
governor Joel Matteson. Since
Matteson no longer had his hand
on the tiller, he had decided to put
into the till. When it was pointed
out that this script had been
redeemed in 1840 by the Canal
Commissioners, Matteson was
quick to declare his innocence.
Matteson maintained that he
didn’t have any idea where the
script was, that the last he had
seen of it was in the State House.

The trunk full of script was
found in a basement storeroom of
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John Lamb
Throughout the year, the
FREE PRESS has been
pleased to bring you these
stories on Lockport history
by John Lamb.  Lockport is
fortunate to have such a
rich history and we feel that
the town’s heritage will
play an important role in its
future.

the State House, but the shoebox
was gone with all its contents.
Perhaps it is the shoe boxes
themselves that corrupt state
officials. Perhaps the shoebox
makes cash or securities more
delectable and tempting to pilfer

than they otherwise would be.

In any case, Matteson made
full restitution of the $200,000
and retired from politics. He was
never indicted because of some
hanky-panky with the grand jury
in Springfield. The state

legislature stopped its investi-
gation when Matteson coughed
up the money. The Joliet
politician died wealthy, honored
but somewhat besmirched in
Chicago in 1873.
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The Old Canal, as it looked in its working days, was the result of long hours of work on the part of Irish Laborers
who came to the area in the 1840s looking for employment. The Irish then settled in the area and became an
important part of the history of Lockport. [Photo courtesy of John Lamb}

“ ‘Drunken, Dirty’ Irish Build Canal.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special, 15 June 1978.

‘Drunken, dirty’ Irish build canal

This is the latest of a series on
the history of Lockport by John
Lamb.  Lamb, a resident of
Lockport, is president of the
Illinois Canal Society.  This
selection deals with early
discrimination against Irish canal
workers.

The building of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal in the 1840s
brought an influx of people into

northern Illinois lured by the
prospect of prosperity on the line
of the uncompleted canal. One
group that came was not lured by
future prosperity, but by the cash
promised for hard labor. These
were the Irish laborers.

Most of the common laborers
on the canal and some of the
contractors were Irishmen fresh
off the boats.  The number of
laborers employed along the canal
varied from 350 in the winter to
1700 in the summer when

construction was in full swing.

While the Irish laborers built
the canal, they were not generally
appreciated. As the saying went,
‘To build a canal you needed a
pick, a shovel and an Irishman.’

As one experienced canal
contractor , David Weber,
observed; he had worked on
Pennsylvania canals and the I. and

M. Canal, and had concluded that
“...one experienced Irish laborer
will do as much of any kind of
canal work as three raw
Hollanders.”

Despite this acknowledged
ability as a laborer, the Irish as a
group were despised.  They were
thought to be dirty, poor and
drunkards.  They were considered
as necessary as a freezing spring
rain, but their benefits could best
be appreciated once they had
moved on.

In 1840 a Scotch traveler wrote
the following about some Irish
canal workers near Utica in
LaSalle County.  “We had
scarcely got beyond the edge of
town before we came to a colony
of Irish laborers employed on the
Illinois Canal, and a more
repulsive scene we had not for a
long time beheld.

“The number congregated here

were about 200, including men,
women and children, and these
were crowded together in 14 or 15
log huts, temporarily erected for
their shelter. I had never been in
the south of Ireland and cannot say
how far the appearance of this
colony differed from that of
villages there, but certainly in the
north of Ireland, over which I have
tr aveled from Dublin to
Londonderry, I never saw anything
approaching the scene before us in
dirtiness and disorder.  
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“For this, here at least, poverty
could be no excuse, as the men
were all paid at the rate of a dollar
a day for their labor, had houses
rent free, and provisions of every
kind abundantly cheap. But
whiskey and tobacco seemed the
chief delights of the men.  Of the
women and children, no language
would give an adequate idea of
their filthy condition, in garments
and person. It required only a little
industry to preserve both in a state
of cleanliness, for water was
abundant in  the river close at
hand, and soap abundant and
cheaper than in England. It is not
to be wondered that Americans
conceive a very low estimate of
the Irish people generally, when
they have such unfavorable
specimens of the nation, as these
almost constantly before their
eyes.

“Unhappily, of the immigrants
who land at New York, the large
majority are not merely ignorant
and poor...but they are drunken,
dirty, indolent and riotous, so as to
be objects of dislike and fear to all
those in whose neighborhood they
congregate in large numbers. And
yet the remedy is within their own
reach to be clean, sober and
industrious and is surely within the
power of every man.”

The opinion that the Irish men,
women and children were drunken,
dirty, ignorant beasts was all
pervasive among the inhabitants of
this area at that time. The refer-
ences to the Irish were usually
deprecating. For example, Will
County histor ian George
Woodruff says that in the election
of 1840 in Lockport the Irish
voted as many as twenty times
apiece, giving the Democrats an

overwhelming majority. Woodruff
also quotes with approval a story
about an Irish wake in which the
living participants were so drunk
that they lost the casket and its
contents on the way from
Lockport to the cemetery.  They
went on their merry way
unperturbed until they had to
present something to the open
grave. Then they retraced their
steps, retrieved the remains of the
principal participant and buried
him.

The Yankee engineers and
overseers sought to woo the Irish
away from demon rum but with no
success. Buckingham interviewed
the Superintendent of Laborers at
Ottawa who told him that at first
the Canal authorities said nobody
who used “spirits” could work on
the canal, but they could get no
Irish workers with such a
stipulation.

Next authorities said the
consumption of spirits was all
right as long as they were
purchased by the Irish themselves.
But in order to keep their men they
were obliged to supply a gill of
whiskey each day to each worker
at the expense of the canal fund.
It might be called the 19th century
equivalent of the worker’s martini
lunch.

Finally, there were the Irish
riots. Fighting between two Irish
factions was particularly intense in
the 1830s.  The two factions were
the “Corkonians” from the
southern part of Ireland (Cork and
Limerick) and the “Fardowners”
from northern Ireland (Ulster and
that area).  In the riots of 1838
and 1839 the “Corkonians”
always seemed to get the upper

hand.  Killing of “Fardowners”
and “Corkonians” was not un-
common. There was a serious riot
on July 4, 1839, in this area that
ended only when the Sheriff in
Joliet summoned a “Posse
Comitatus” that met the victorious
“Corkonians” at Romeoville,
scattered them and arrested many.
While the Irish may have killed
each other in their fratricidal
struggles, their non-Irish neighbors
turned with even greater savagery
upon the Irish.

In 1838 a posse in LaSalle
County stopped a group of
“Corkonians” who had overrun the
“Fardowners” marching toward
LaSalle. At Split Rock the LaSalle
County Sheriff and his men shot
down seven, and three more Irish
were found dead in the tall grass,
and no one knew, or seemingly
very much cared how many more
had been killed.

From the Irish side it must be
remembered that they were on the
lowest step on the economic
ladder, and were hurt the worst by
the canal’s financial difficulties in
the 1830s and 1840s. The script
the canal commissioners issued
from Lockport in 1840 finally
came into the hands of the Irish
who found that few would accept
it as money.

The dollar a day that was
praised by Buckingham in 1840
was a dollar that could buy little
and frequently not the needs of
life. It could be used to purchase
land though, and some of the Irish
canal laborers did purchase farm
land and did settle down to become
prosperous farmers.

One of these was Patrick
Fitzpatrick of Lockport who
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bought land on the west side of the
Des Plaines River.

But for most of the Irish canal
workers, the reward for their hard
work was canal script that was not
worth anything outside the canal
area, nor worth very much along
the line of the canal.

The workers, like all such
exploited people, were sometimes
easily used by various political
demagogues who were anxious to
promise them anything so that the
laborers could be used for the
demagogue’s own political gain.

In 1847 the State Trustee of
the canal, Charles Oakley, was

engaged in a bitter fight with the
canal administration, and to get a
leg up in this struggle he was able
to encourage a strike on the
Summit level of the canal, that
stretch between the Chicago River
and Lockport.

The “turn-out” was triggered
by a demand for $1.25 a day for
laborers. The workers still used
English denomination and
demanded eight shillings. The
“turn-out” was a failure although
it stopped work on that segment of
the canal for about a week.

What was demanded by the
strikers was $1.25 a day or

reduction of working hours 6 a.m.
to 7 p.m. with two hours off for
breakfast and dinner.  But as their
strike failed, they were forced to
return to work at $1 a day for 16
hours of hard labor.

Despite these hard conditions
the Irish contributed much to
Lockport and northern Illinois.
They built the canal after all, and
contributed citizens such as
Patrick Fitzpatrick, who raised a
company to fight in the Civil War.
His heirs contributed the land
upon which Lewis University is
built and also helped to build the
St. Dennis Grade School.
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I & M boatyard saw heavy use

This is the latest in a series on
the history of Lockport by John
Lamb. Lamb, a professor of
history at Lewis University, is
president of the Illinois Canal
Society and is the newly-elected
chairman of the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council.  He is
active in the Will County
Historical Society and is this year
again serving as chairman of the
Old Canal Days Committee.

This week’s article deals with
Lockport as a 19th century boat-
building center. One early
Lockport industry, no longer in
existence, was the Illinois and
Michigan Canal boatyard. The
construction and repair of wooden
boats was essential to the
continued existence of the

I & M Canal. Lockport was an
important boat-building location
on the canal. In fact, it was the
only town on the line of the canal
with a boatyard.  Other boatyards
were located in Peru and in
Chicago.

In 1848 the “Gen’l Fry” was
built on the canal at a location
just below the present Illinois
Central Gulf railroad station. It
was the first boat launched on the
canal and the first to travel from
Lockport to Chicago, officially
opening the waterway. The boat
was built by Captain Charles
Porter. It was 99 feet long and 17
feet wide and was mainly used to
haul freight, but also carried
passengers.

Isaac Nobes was caulker for
the hull and decks of the Gen’l
Fry. He had sailed the seven seas

with the British Navy and had
also sailed on the Great Lakes.
Nobes was to settle down in
Lockport on the banks of the
“raging canal,” and would
eventually make his fortune
quarrying stone south of
Lockport.

The boat-building business
continued to expand from that
beginning. By 1850 there was a
fully funct ioning boatyard
between 3rd and 4th Streets on the
east bank of the canal. This was at
the point where the canal widened
out to more than 100 feet to serve
Lockport commerce.

At the boatyard in January
1856, there were nine boats in the
stocks being built for the opening
of the canal in April. These boats
each sold for $1500 to $4280.
The boatyard also built pleasure
boats and row boats.

As the 19th century drew to a
close, steam-driven boats began
replacing mule and horse-drawn
boats. This had an important
impact on the boatyard. Steam-
driven boats with a crew of three
could load cargoes of up to 145
tons and push or tow a barge
carrying 150 tons. The crew was
no bigger than that on a mule-
drawn barge, but the tonnage was
twice as large and the mileage
traveled was greater. As a result,
fewer boats were needed, and
fewer boats were built.

By 1880, according to a report
for the U.S. Census, there were no
boats being built on the canal.
However, the boatyard at
Lockport continued to repair

canal boats.

In 1880 one of the caulkers at
the boatyard was James Flavin,
father of Maurice Flavin of
Lockport.  After coming to
Lockport, James Flavin learned
the caulker’s trade from Patrick
Mitchel. The caulker drove
oakum--rolled-up tarred cotton--
between the planks of a wooden
boat to make it water tight. This
was done by driving a caulking
iron (a special steel chisel)
between the planking by means of
a caulking hammer. The hammer
head was a cylindrical affair
nearly as long as the handle.
Caulking irons were of various
shapes, some were used for
opening the seam, and others
were used for driving the oakum
into the seam. Another tool used
in repairing boats was a broad axe
with a bent, off-set handle. This
allowed the ship’s carpenter to
shape timbers and cut out rotten
planking.

By 1880 the boatyard was
operated by the Western Stone
Company. It had a working force
of about 10 men, one of whom
was foreman. The other workers
were either caulkers or
carpenters.

A boat that was to be repaired
was moved to the banks of the
canal where cables were attached
to stern and bow.  The cables by
means of horse-drawn windlasses,
drew the boat up onto steel rails
that took the boat onto the shore
so that it could be repaired. There
was sufficient room to repair two
boats.
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One part of the boatyard was a
large, two-story warehouse. The
first story was used for storage of
wood and other materials. The
second story was a loft used by
the caulkers to roll the oakum
before it was used on the boat
hull. In this building St. Dennis
church held a bazaar complete
with booths and a dance band.
This was held in the winter when
the boatyard was not in operation,
as the canal was closed and the

boats tied up.

During the winter months, the
caulkers, such as James Flavin,
went to Chicago to caulk the
flooring for the vats at the
breweries.

Besides the warehouse, the
boatyard had a blacksmith shop.
There was a large amount of iron
works on the boats, since they
were used to haul stone. There
was also a steam room used to

bend the planking used on the
boats’ hulls. The boats serviced in
the boatyard were used to carry
stone from the quarries in Lemont
to Chicago.

In 1907 the Calumet feeder cut
the Illinois and Michigan Canal
between Lockport and Chicago.
This meant the end of canal use
between Lockport and points
north. It also meant the end of the
boatyard.
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The culture and status of the Early Lockport community are
clearly illustrated in this drawing of one of the area estates.
(Illustrated Atlas of Will County 1873) 

“ ‘Culture’ Came to Lockport in 1850.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special, 15 June 1978.

‘Culture’ came to Lockport in 1850

This is the latest
in a series on the
history of Lockport
by John Lamb, a
resident of Lockport
and professor of
history at Lewis
University.  He is
president of the
I l l i n o i s  C a n a l
Society.

During the decade
of  t he  1 8 5 0 s ,
Lockport grew and
prospered. Traffic on
the canal was on the
increase and in that
decade, Lockport
was incorporated.
What was the village like at that
time?

In early October of 1850, it
was visited by Sir Arthur
Cunyngham, an English Army
officer on leave from his regiment
in Canada.  Shooting snipe was
Cunyngham’s sport and in the
area west of the Des Plaines River
now known as the “Lockport
Prairie,” he bagged 40 pair in
three hours. The bird still nests
there but has become rare thanks
to such marksmen as Cunyngham.

He wrote about his trip in “A
Glimpse of the Great Western
Republic,” where he describes the
experiences of an English
aristocrat in Lockport:

“While staying at this hotel, I
asked the landlady to allow one of
her domestics to clean my boots.
She answered that the gentleman
who generally fixed them was not
in the house, but added,  ‘I guess

you’ll find the fixings in the
cupboard and no one will hinder
you from doing it yourself.’

“There was not the least bit
rudeness in her manner; indeed,
she was invariably attentive. I
merely mention this as a trait of
the national equality preserved in
this free and independent soil. It
is needless to add that without
scruple I at once followed the
injunction she gave me.”

Cunyngham then goes on to
recount some of the political talk
going around the hotel’s public
table.

“At the public table at
Lockport, a boy, about 13 years of
age,  en tered  freely into
conversation respecting the merits
of the different men who were
about to run in the next election
for some government offices in
the next town (presumably Joliet).

“ T h i s
e m b r y o
politician was
condemning
one person
for coalescing
w i t h  t h e
Whigs and
another for
too highly
favoring the
Democra t ic
Party.”

B u t  i t
wasn’t only
politics that
a b s o r b e d
Lockp o r t ’ s
interest  in

1850. Culture—with a big “C” –
was also in evidence.  On October
16 the Lockport Telegraph noted
that the Western Philharmonic
Association would be holding a
meeting; all who could sing or
play were urged to attend. The
advertisement also appeared in
newspapers in Will, Kane and
DuPage Counties.

On Oct. 17, the Philharmonic
Association gave a concert in
Lockport under the direction of
its president,  E.L. Bartlett, and
“the music was superior,” noted
the Lockport  Telegraph .
However ,  one newspaper
commented on “a presumably
tone-deaf editor of the Lockport
Telegraph:  “We are no judge of
the “divine science” but presume
that the music was superior.  We
must however take a friend’s
privilege of criticizing some of
the other performances of the
president of the Association. We
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confess that the extraordinary
labor of the leader on this
occasion (furious beating of the
air with hand or fiddle bow)
distressed us and others remarked
the same.”

“But we were absolutely
shocked at the bad taste of the
gentleman when, in his closing
speech to the assembly, he arose,
made his bow and then
deliberately took his tobacco box
from his pocket and crammed his
cheek full of ‘fine cut ‘ and
ejected a quantity of brown saliva
over the quality below before
making a speech.

“If music elevates and refines,
it ought to work to make a change
in the habits of the president of
the Philharmonic Association.”

After such a blast Bartlett
shook the dust of Lockport from
his artistic feet and took the

W e s t e r n  P h i l h a r m o n i c
Association with him. But
nothing was lost when the
musical citizens of the town
formed their own group the next
week and elected a certain Dr.
Larned their president.

Dr. Larned was a physician
learned in the latest scientific
concepts of his art. He was an
Allepathic Practitioner much
interested in electro-biology.  In
that line, he had acquired and was
eager to use the “Electro -
psychodynamic” treatment.  This,
it seems, had worked all sorts of
miraculous cures for a wide range
of nervous diseases. It had
shocked the bejabbers out of
“deafness, rheumatism, paralysis,
stammering, weak and defective
eyes, sick and nervous headache,
neuralgia, epilepsy, palpitations
of the heart, spinal and all other
nervous afflictions.”

At his office—“the first door
south of the Methodist Church,”-
cures were to be had for mental
derangement or insanity. Also
treated by the doctor were
amaurosis, asthma, asphyxia,
chronic diseases of the heart, all
diseases of the urinary tract,
dropsy, scrofula, cancerous
tumors, gout,  stiff joints,
weakness of loss of voice, pain in
the side, and fits or convulsions
of all descriptions. All would
yield, claimed the doctor, to the
march of science and the
“psycho-dynamic” treatment.

It is not known whether the
lame and blind were made whole
by the Allepathic Practitioner, but
it does serve to illustrate the old
truism that one generation’s latest
scientific cure is the next’s arrant
quackery.
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1850s town had many businesses

This is the latest of a series of
articles on Lockport history by
John Lamb. Lamb, a Lockport
resident, is president of the
Illinois Canal Society. A
professor of history at Lewis
University, Lamb is active in the
Will County Historical Society
and the Lockport Historical
Preservation Council. This
week’s article deals with
Lockport in the 1850s.

By 1859, Lockport was a well
established town, but in many
respects was still a frontier
settlement. Even though the
Illinois and Michigan Canal was
important to the town, Lockport
was almost self-sufficient; the
town produced most of what it
consumed.

T h e  t o w n  w a s  n o t
incorporated as a village until
1853.Later in the decade the
railroad would come to the town,
and by the end of the 1850s the
town found itself tied closer to
outside manufacturers and the
national economy.

Lockport had a variety of
occupations that could be
considered unusual in a town of
about 1000. During those years,
the blacksmith doubled as a
maker of farm implements. Shoes
were made on demand. The town
had a brick maker, cabinet maker,
harness maker, and several barrel
makers, or coopers. There were
also wagon makers, basket
makers, carpenters, stone masons,
lawyers, and doctors.

The State Street area was then,
as now, the commercial center of

the town. Located along the
streets were several stores,
blacksmith shops, offices for
doctors and lawyers, as well as
canal warehouses.

Merchants in 1850 were
willing to take locally produced
goods in exchange for their sale
items.

Christian Baldy’s store was
located just south of the present
Canal Museum. Baldy claimed to
be well-stocked in dry goods,
groceries, boots and shoes,
hardware, crockery, glassware,
drugs and medicine, liquors, dyes
and lamp oils. He would take all
kinds of produce in exchange for
his merchandise. Prices were not
fixed, and haggling was a
common practice.

One forward-looking mer-
chant, T. C. Haywood, opened his
store under the banner of “the
price ready pay system.” There
were no arguments over price in
Haywood’s store. In the hustling
days of 1850, Haywood pointed
out that “time is money” and that
one price would be strictly
maintained.

Miss Ayers’ millinery store
was next to Haywood’s
establishment. Millinery was the
only occupation for women in
1850, and it was confined to
unmarried women or widows.

Although store owners such as
Baldy sold groceries as well as
hardware, there were also stores
that sold nothing but clothing and
hardware.

Other stores advertised that

they would buy meat and other
commodities, as well as skins and
furs.

The largest store was probably
Norton’s. When the canal opened,
it announced the arrival of a wide
variety of goods brought in via
the waterway. It seemed every-
thing was available:“Palm hats,
wall paper, black foxed hip
gaiters, men’s hip and goat boots,
hip and coarse brogans, fine calf
and seal pumps.”

For the medicinal intellectual
needs of the community, there
was S. Merril and Sons Book and
Drugstore on State Street between
9th and 10th Streets. Books were
available on arithmetic, grammar,
philosophy, mathematics, history,
chemistry, reading and spelling.
All the latest novels were
available, as were the popular
periodicals of the day, like
“ H a rp e r ’ s ,”  “Graham’s , ”
“International,” “Putnam’s,” and
“Goday’s.”

There were five tailor shops in
Lockport, one owned by a man
with the appropriate name of G.
A. Suits.

There were two hotels in town.
The largest, the Morse Hotel, was
located on the east side of State
Street between 5th and 6th Streets.

Lockport had only two
lawyers but had eight doctors.
One of the doctors was editor of
the Lockpor t  T el eg r a ph
newspaper. Because of the I & M
Canal offices, there were four
engineers in Lockport.

Two storage and forwarding
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agents had warehouses on the
canal. G. B. Martin was located at
8th and Commerce; another was
located at 12th Street on the
hydraulic basin.

Lockport’s daguerreotypist
was G. A. Parks. His emporium
was located on State Street. If not
satisfied with the finished
product, it was not necessary to
pay the 75 cent fee for portraits.

A furniture factory was run by
S.S. Chamberlain. The factory
produced chairs, bed posts and
high-quality coffins. Chamberlain
a l s o  s o l d  i m p o r t e d
f ur nitur e.Wood used  i n
Chamberlain's operation was
cherry, mahogany, and walnut.
The furniture factory was located
on Commerce Street between 10th

and 11th; its power came from
steam.

 One of the more interesting
local enterprises was the distillery
operated by John Fiddyment. His
advertisement indicates that his
was a hospitable place where the
spirits were available and
friendly: “Wanted at Lockport
Distillery:20,000 bushels of corn
in the ear, for which the highest
price will be paid.

“I have one of Mr. Hatch’s
Corn Shellers in use, and can
shell corn as fast as any two men
can load it. I can shell from 120 to
160 bushels per hour with ease.
You can have your corn shelled
as quick as you can unload it.
Take a warm by the fire and drink
of good brown whiskey. Return
home with your cash with
pleasure.”

Fiddyment also did coopering,
for he needed barrels in which to
ship out his product. There were a
total of five coopers in Lockport;
the largest number worked for a
firm that built barrels for flour
shipments from Norton’s mill.

Hiram Norton’s flour mill and
grain warehouse was the largest
single factory in Lockport in
1850. The operation was located
on the canal at 10th Street and on
the hydraulic basin at 12th Street.

The mill was operated by
water power from the canal; it
had a capital investment of
$10,000 and was one of the
biggest factories in the county. It
had stones for grinding wheat and
corn and exported flour reputed to
be the best in the northern part of
the state. Four millers were
employed at the mill.

John Lane Jr. in partnership
with other  bla cksmi ths ,
manufactu red  plows and
cultivators. His machinery was
steam driven, making him unique
among the nine blacksmiths in
Lockport.

Lane would make on demand
his patented corn planter, as well
as plows for breaking up the
virgin prairie.That type ofplow
had been invented by Lane’s
father, who was also making
plows on request at his smithy in
Homer Township, just outside
Lockport.

Phillips and Waterman at 12th

and Commerce manufactured
carriages. The shop was steam
operated, and the carriage makers

promised to make “all kinds of
wagons, carriages and buggies.”

Three harness makers and a
tanner were also located in town.
The tanner used canal waterpower
to produce 2500 sides of leather
and 300 calf skins for local use
and export.

There were two butchers
employing five men in Lockport
in 1850. The largest was James
Wright’s, which in that year
slaughtered 45 tons of beef, 45
tons of pork, and four tons of
mutton.

Stone quarries were a very
large industry in 1850. The
Sanger-Casey quarry was the
largest in the area. It employed
100 men. This was seasonal work,
as the quarries closed down
during the four winter months.
George Gaylord’s quarry
employed 30 men. A lime-
burning enterprise produced 4500
bushels of lime annually. The
lime was used for mortar in the
building trade.

Lastly,  there were the
occupations directly related to the
canal. Engineers were employed
at the canal offices. Three
locktenders  managed  the  four
locks  in  Lockport.  A  boatyard
was  located  at  3rd  Street  and
the  canal.  The  enterprise
employed  four  boat  builders
and  several  carpenters.  In  1855,
the  boatyard  was  building  15
canal  boats  a  year.  Three  canal
boat  captains  and  ten  canal
boat  hands  lived  in  town.
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Kankakee and Iroquois River Improvement

John M. Lamb

The Kankakee river region was regarded by the Illinois and Michigan Canal Commissioners as of great
potential economic value.  Near the mouth of the Kankakee in Will County they platted the City of Kankakee.
It was expected that this city would become one of the hubs of commerce along the canal.  Promotional material
for this town was more widely distributed than for any other of the canal towns.  There was a promotional map
printed in New York, but all these efforts came to nothing.  Nobody appears to have moved into the town, and
by the 1850s, Kankakee was no more.  The original location was called “Shermanville,” and the name was
taken over by its present owner, the county seat of Kankakee County.

This failure seems to have portended  the fate of other efforts to exploit the economic potential of the lower
Kankakee River. This failure, despite the promise, is most evident in the efforts to make the Kankakee
navigable. As the Illinois and Michigan Canal neared completion in 1847 and the prospects for both water
navigation and water power in northern Illinois seemed so immense, it only seemed natural to try and harness
Kankakee and make it navigable.  The Kankakee, which joins the Des Plaines to make the Illinois River, has
in Illinois an important branch, the Iroquois River.  It was felt in the 19th century that by the use of dams, the
two rivers could easily be made navigable, and since the Kankakee was joined to the Illinois and Michigan
Canal by means of the Kankakee feeder, a profitable link with both the East Coast and the Western Frontier
could be established.  As one of the Kankakee Company’s prospectuses says:

“Its charter authorizes the important extension and connection of the
Kankakee navigation with the “Illinois and Michigan Canal,” thereby
opening full water communication with both Chicago and St. Louis.... The
Navigation, connecting as it does with the Illinois and Michigan Canal,
midway between its termini Chicago and La Salle, on the Illinois River,
extends thence up both the Kankakee and Iroquois rivers, to the Indiana State
line, a distance of about 100 miles in Illinois, at the same time extending
more than seventy miles into Indiana, and reaching the extensive hardwood
forests and inexhaustible iron ore region.”1

This promotional hyperbole must be taken with a great deal of salt, as the navigation of the Kankakee never
went further than 21 miles. That is the distance between Warner’s Landing on the Kankakee and the Illinois
and Michigan Canal.  But the remarkable thing about this project was that it continued through thick and thin,
unlike many other internal improvement schemes, and even after its collapse in 1893, it left some enduring
landmarks.  It was also unique in that it was financed entirely by private capital.

The Kankakee improvement began in 1847 as the Illinois and Michigan Canal was nearing completion.
In that year the State authorized the formation of the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation and Manufacturing
Co., with the right to improve the Kankakee and collect tolls, and lease its water power.  The company had
large prospects of great profits; it was a great time for such internal improvements in Illinois.  Stock was sold
at $50 a share, $5 down, and the company was to be capitalized at $100,000.  Stock was put on sale in June
of 1847.2  One of the members of the board of directors was Peter Stewart, a former contractor on the Illinois
and Michigan Canal and a leading light in the but recently bustling community of Wilmington, which would
be the site most likely to benefit from Kankakee River improvement.

Things seemed to progress at an admirable rate, for on September 25, 1847, a meeting of the company was
held to let a contract for Lock No. 1, which was to be in Wilmington below the mouth of Prairie Creek.  The
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contract was let to Peter Stewart for $4000. An engineer named Mr. Benjamin was hired to do a survey of the
Kankakee, and there was a promise that further contracts would be let later in the year.3  Sure enough, this
promise was kept.  In late December a meeting of the company was held to announce that a contract for a dam
and Lock No. 1 was to be let, but Stewart was no longer the contractor.  Contracts for Locks No. 2 and No.
3 were also let, the latter to a man named Watson, who had a mill at Wilmington on the river.  All of this was
to be immediately begun, and would, it was promised, be completed in time for the opening of the I. and M.
Canal in the spring.  All and sundry were urged to buy stock so as to get in on a good thing.  The engineer, Mr.
Benjamin, assured the public “...the improvement of no river was ever undertaken where so great an amount
of fall could be overcome at so cheap a rate, securing the same length of navigable waterway.”4   Despite all
the hyperbole, it was obvious that the company was in financial difficulty. 

Although navigation for eight miles was promised, it would not be possible to build one dam and three
locks during winter.  Suffice it to say that nothing was built in 1847 or 1848.  In 1850 a further attempt was
made to get things going by reorganizing the company and soliciting sale of stock, but all to no avail.5  As a
result, the company tried a different tack in 1851.  They got the Illinois legislature to authorize the townships
of Wilmington and Reed to levy a tax on the property owners for the improvement of the river and the building
of a bridge across the Kankakee at Wilmington.  This had to be approved by the voters of the two townships
at the town meeting, and the moneys would go to the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation and Manufacturing
Co.6  The voters, as is their wont, voted down the proposition.

In the late 1850s and early 1860s a Wilmington land owner named Hiram O. Alden began to infuse new
life into the company.  A Joliet newspaper in 1861 takes note of this renewed activity.

“Contracts awarded by Mr. Alden of the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation
and Manufacturing Company to Messrs. Cross and Harper of Chicago to
make locks and dams, etc., of a permanent character,.... It is believed that
this third attempt to secure slackwater navigation from the Illinois and
Michigan Canal to Wilmington will prove more successful than the former
ones.”7

In 1861 the only thing completed was a lock and dam called Dam No. 1 on the Kankakee River.  The
remains of the lock are still visible from the bridge on I-55 as it crosses the Kankakee.  This lock and the dam,
now gone, had to be much modified later, but in 1862 it provided some navigation between Wilmington and
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.8  It was by no means fully navigable for laden boats.  As Alden was to explain
later on: “The Company it is confessed, has hitherto [before 1866] been subjected to the vicissitudes of many
annoyances, discouragements and failures...all due to insufficient capital.9

In 1866 a new company was organized, called the Kankakee Company, with a capital stock of $2,500,000.
The company had two Aldens on Wilmington’s board of directors, Hiram and a brother.  The president was
David A. Cobb of Wilmington, and one of Wilmington’s most prominent citizens, Peter Stewart, who had taken
an early interest, had apparently revived his enthusiasm and became a member of the Board of Directors.

At the time this company was organized, the controlling works on the Kankakee was a state dam just below
the Kankakee feeder, which supplied water to the Illinois and Michigan Canal via the feeder and the aqueduct
across the Des Plaines River.  The depth of the feeder was four feet and thus barely navigable.  Above this dam
was the aforementioned Lock and Dam No. 1.  The depth of water these provided was four feet, insufficient
for boats of more than two-and-a-half foot draft.  As a result the Kankakee Company’s engineer, Richard P.
Morgan, proposed at Wilmington that the dam at the north end of the island, called Alden’s Island, should be
raised and a lock added.  The state dam below the feeder was to be raised as were the feeder sides, so that its
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depth would be six feet, the same as the canal’s.  Also, it would be necessary to raise the Kankakee Dam No.
1 and the lock.  At the south end of Alden’s Island a lock and dam were to be built.

From there on, there was to be “...at Polly’s Ripple one dam and lock; between Altorf and Bourbonnais,
one dam and lock; at Kankakee City one dam and lock, which will complete the navigation to the mouth of the
Iroquois. From this point on the Kankakee, one dam and lock at Aroma Park, and one dam and lock at
Momence will be required to make navigation to the Indiana state line, and with slight labor in clearing the river
for many miles inside Indiana.  On the Iroquois it will require three dams and locks to complete to the Indiana
state line; through Middleport, Texas, and Concord.”10

Most of this was hypothetical and merely promotional rhetoric.  The improvements to be made in 1866
were not evidently completed even in the stretch between Wilmington and the Kankakee feeder.  But great
hopes were laid before prospective investors even assumed potential revenue from water power leases.  It was
estimated, optimistically, that there would be 25,000 horse-power available at the dam at the foot of Alden’s
Island.  This was where Dam No. 4 was to be built.  The prospects encouraged the formation of an
organization called the Wilmington Hydraulic and Real Estate Co.  None of these enterprises came to fruition
in the 1860s because of that old bug-a-bear of enterprising developers of vast imagination, namely, lack of
capital.

In the gilded age of the 1870s the financial headquarters of the Kankakee Company took flight from
Wilmington and landed in Boston, close upon the heady drafts of Eastern money. The company was
reorganized under an amended charter in which the state of Illinois granted the company a perpetual right to
the rivers’ waters for tolls and power leases and gave the company greater bonding power.  The president of
the company was William Clafin, then Governor of Massachusetts, and though the old enthusiast, Hiram
Alden, was on the board as was the old engineer Morgan, there was a considerable infusion of Boston
businessmen.  The reorganized company had a new engineer with the appropriate name of E. S. Waters.  There
were two offices, one at Wilmington and one at Boston.  The company advertised a capital of one million
dollars, and what they proposed to do with it was more concrete than its predecessors had been.  James B.
Francis, Chief Engineer of the Locks and Canals of the Merrimack River in Lowell, Mass., described the
slackwater navigation structures built or under construction on the Kankakee in 1872 as follows:

“The lower dam on the river was built by the State to supply the Kankakee
feeder of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. This feeder will form part of the
Kankakee Company’s line of navigation, and they have raised its banks two
feet in order to give the required depth of five feet of water. A timber lock of
two feet lift has been constructed by the company at the lower end of the
feeder to connect it with the Illinois and Michigan Canal. A timber flume has
also been constructed round the lock by the Company. The dam supplying
the feeder has also been thoroughly repaired by them and raised two feet to
conform to the increased depth of the feeder.

“The State Dam as now raised creates slackwater navigation for 3/4s of a
mile to Dam No. 1.  Dam No. 1 is about 812 feet long, and from 10 to 15
feet in height from the bed rock... the lock with 8 foot lift has been entirely
rebuilt in masonry by the new company. This dam creates slackwater
navigation with five feet depth of water to the foot of Alden’s Island in
Wilmington.
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“Dam No. 2 is across the east branch of the river, which at that point is
divided by Alden’s Island.  It was originally built about 20 years ago, solely
for milling purposes, ten or twelve years since it was converted into a public
highway, and the entire flow of the river, except the water required for
milling purposes, diverted into the main channel on the west side of the
island.  A lock in masonry, with ten and [one] half feet lift through this dam
is now nearly completed.

“Dam No. 3 is now being constructed across the main channel at the head of
the East branch.  There will be a lock (the excavation for which is now in
progress) with 15 feet lift, constructed of masonry, connected with a cut or
canal 3000 feet in length, seven feet deep, 79 feet at bottom, 100 feet at the
surface. This is intended to be used both as a mill race and a navigable canal.
At the upper end of this canal there will be a guard lock of masonry 105 feet
long and 20 feet wide, seven feet in depth, also a guard dam of masonry.”11

In addition it was planned, according to Francis, to build a dam 600 feet long and 14 feet high, eleven miles
up river from Wilmington.  This was to create slackwater navigation to Altorf, where there was a dam that
would allow slackwater navigation to Kankakee.  That city had a dam eight or nine feet high which only needed
a lock to give navigation to Aroma.  There was a dam at this place which would have to be raised two feet to
allow boats to travel to Momence.  At Momence a dam would allow boats to travel 30 to 40 miles inside
Indiana. Those dams already constructed would have to have locks in them.  None of these were ever built.
Francis also notes that no exact survey had been made of the Iroquois to find out what sort of dams and locks
were needed to make it navigable.12   Despite all the promises and hopes, only the dams and locks between the
I. and M. Canal and Wilmington were built.

The dams on the river  were strengthened by aprons built...”of 12-inch timbers firmly fastened together
with drift and screw bolts, and securely fastened to the bed-rock of the river bottom with heavy iron.  Such
dams, always covered with water, will defy decay for generations.”13   Such was the promise of the company’s
prospectus; in fact they didn’t get much of an opportunity to withstand decay as they were all destroyed by the
rampaging Kankakee in less than thirty years.  The locks were similar in construction and size to those on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal, except for the unique wooden lock at the head of the Kankakee feeder.

The boats on the river were propelled by steam, as no towpath existed. A contemporary account says that
there was one boat a week running regularly between Horse Creek Landing (the town of Custer) and Chicago
by way of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.14   The cargo seems to have been oats and rye and other locally
produced agricultural products.  What had been envisaged was large-scale coal transportation, as the company
had options on many of the coal fields in the Wilmington and Braidwood areas.  The existence of bog iron in
Indiana would, they felt, lead naturally to the creation of an industrial valley on the Kankakee.  Such were the
dreams and the promises; the reality was that navigation was confined pretty much to one sleepy carrier of the
local produce of the local farms.

In 1878 the Kankakee Company was under trustees and was sold to the Kankakee River Improvement
Company.  Its revenue came not from navigation tolls, but from the lease of water power and the sale and rental
of choice lots on the Wilmington water front.  In 1893 the Kankakee River Improvement Company was in
bankruptcy and was liquidated.  Its assets were sold to the Wilmington Water Power Company.  As with many
a noble and imaginative plan, the Kankakee Company’s plan ended on the familiar pattern of fiscal insolvency.
The remains of the Kankakee Company are the locks it constructed.  These locks, in varying states of decay,
are still visible and the accompanying map should enable the seeker to find them.  Lock No. 5 can be reached
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by taking Route 113 north out of Wilmington to Kahler Road, then turn left at Sunset Drive for seven-tenths
of a mile to Hamilton Street, and take that street down to the river.  The lock is located about one-quarter of
a mile down from this point.15



93

FOOTNOTES

1. Prospectus of the Kankakee Company (Chartered by the State of Illinois) showing its properties in Lands,
Town lots, water power and the portion of the work already completed, W. F Brown, Boston, 1871, p. 5

2. Joliet Signal, June 5, 1847, p. 3

3. Joliet Signal, Sept. 28, 1847, p. 2

4. Joliet Signal, Dec. 28, 1847, p. 2

5. Joliet Signal, June 25, 1850, p. 3

6. Joliet Signal, May 13, 1851, p. 4

7. Joliet True Democrat, July 26, 1861, p. 3

8. Circular No. 14, Illinois and Michigan Canal Trustees, January 1862, Boston, p. 16

9. Reports, Maps, Statistics, etc., of the Kankakee Company Incorporated by the State of Illinois of the
Improvement of Slackwater Navigation of the Kankakee and Iroquois Rivers, New York, NY, 1866, p. 10

10. Ibid., pp. 26-27

11. Prospectus of the Kankakee  Company, Op. Cit., Boston, 1871, pp. 22-23

12. Ibid., pp. 22-24

13. Ibid., p. 8

14. History of Will County, Wm. Le Baron Company, Chicago, Ill., 1878, p. 460

15. Schofield, William, The Kankakee Canal, Will County Historical Society, Joliet, Ill., 1978, p. 6

NOTES
Slackwater Navigation:

This is when a river by means of locks and dams is made navigable.  A canal is an artificial waterway cut
into the land.  The engineering is different, and the two should not be confused.

Maps:
The map on the cover was published in 1871 in the Kankakee Prospectus, and is in the Illinois Canal
Society collection.  The map below was traced from the 1873 Will County Atlas and the modern roads and
highways added.
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The chamber of the wooden guard lock.

All the wood has rotted away, but a stone
abutment is barely visible in the upper center of
the picture.

This is at the head of the Kankakee feeder of
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.

The remains of Lock No. 2, the
Kankakee River bridge on I-55 is visible
in the background.

This was the first lock built on the
Kankakee, but it was modified and
rebuilt in the 1870s.

The outer wall and stone abutments of Lock
No. 4 just at the head of the island in
Wilmington, called Alden’s Island.

 It is now a city park.
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The Illinois and Michigan Canal opened in 1848, and the boats that traveled the canal were modified
as time passed, and the types of cargoes changed. In the latter part of the 19th century the two principle cargoes
carried were grain and stone. After 1870 a type of boat called a ‘grain boat’ came to be the common one on
the canal. The dimensions and shape of the hull of this boat and all other boats plying the canal was uniform,
being determined by the size of the locks, but the superstructure and cabins differed. A grain boat had a small
shed at the bow, the main cabin was amidships, and there were two hatches between the bow shed and the main
cabin. There were two hatches aft of the main cabin. Below deck the hold was divided into two compartments.
They were separated by a bulkhead below the main cabin. An earlier type of canal boat common until the late
1860s was the lake boat. It had its main cabin in the stern. It also had an upswept stern with four windows.
Crew members slept in the stern below deck. When steam propeller-driven boats became common on the canal
after 1870, they had a modified grain boat superstructure. That is, small storage cabin in the bow and two
hatches between there and the main cabin midships. In the aft end of the boat there was one hatch and then the
pilot house about 8 feet high and 7 feet wide, and behind that was the machine room which was about 12 feet
wide and 3 feet high. The boats were powered by twin screws driven by twin engines.1 The stern was also
different as there was more overhang than in the mule-hauled barges. By 1880 only steamboats were being
built.2

The dimensions of the hull of the City of Pekin was typical of Illinois and Michigan Canal boats; it was 99 feet
long and 17 feet wide, with straight lines from bow to stern. The City of Pekin was built in 1875 in Chicago.
There are two conflicting versions of what it was called first. One version says it was The Clyde, a mule-hauled
barge.3  The other version is that it was the City of Henry, also a mule-hauled boat.4 However, this can’t be
correct, as the City of Henry is registered as being built Nov. 16, 1875, and was a propeller boat.5 So it seems
that the City of Henry was always a steamboat. The boat was rebuilt in 1894; this was probably to make it
more serviceable on the Illinois River. In that year W. H. Wallace moved his fleet of canal boats from Lockport
to Henry on the Illinois River. The  City of Henry was probably in the Wallace fleet. A further transformation
took place in 1911 when it was again rebuilt with one engine instead of the traditional two. Also, the pilot house
was raised and the engine room enlarged. The boat was renamed the City of Pekin at this time. The pilot house
was now 15 feet high, making it impossible for the boat to navigate the Illinois and Michigan Canal or the
Hennepin Canal because the pilot house could not clear the bridges on those canals.

The captain of the boat was Joseph W. Foster. Foster came from a canal family and was, himself, born on a
canal boat between Morris and Seneca in the 1860s. The City of Pekin was owned by the Illinois River Packet
Co., or the Turner Hudnut Company of Pekin. Foster supervised the rebuilding of the boat, which was done
at Henry.

What was the boat like at that time?  Foster’s daughter, Mrs. Helen Poole, recollects it as follows:

“The fore cabin was the sleeping quarters of the deck hands. The walls were
tongue and groove lumber painted creme colored. There was a board floor
with a rag rug. As you stepped into the cabin there was a step down, a bunk
bed on either side, windows were sliding ones with green shades. Under the
window at the back was a shelf with a wash basin, a small mirror on the
wall, a couple of hooks for hanging the ‘go-to-town clothes.’ A towel hung
on the door. A lantern was used for lighting, and stored on the shelf. The
sheets and pillow cases were dark blue with small white figures (calico) and
dark blankets.
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“In front of the main cabin stood a huge ice box and a large water tank. The
tank was filled before leaving Pekin as the water in southern Illinois might
be contaminated. There was a lot of malaria at that time.

“The main cabin or captain’s quarters had three rooms. The front half was
dining room and kitchen. The back was divided in half with bunk beds on
either side. Again sliding windows with shades, no curtains. Between the two
bedrooms was a door, and the doors from the dining room-kitchen had
curtains made of drapery material. Not much privacy, but this was mostly
a family affair. There was a space for storage under the bunks for a trunk
and cases of canned goods. There were a few hooks for hanging extra
clothing.

“As you entered the cabin there was a step down. Near the door was a
speaking tube for communication between the pilot house and the cabin.
There was a brown cream colored linoleum in a square design on the floor.
Between the window on the right-hand side as you faced the bow of the boat
was a built-in table. Stools were used to sit at the table which was covered
with oil cloth. The dishes were white ironstone.

“Across the front of the cabin was a cupboard for dishes, and a small sink.
The cookstove was on the left side. There was an open shelf on the side. The
iron fry pans and kettles hung on hooks behind the stove. There was a sewing
machine in the corner and a rocking chair. On the back wall on the right-
hand side was a mirror, and on the left side a large calendar.

“The menus were simple – meat, potatoes, a vegetable and a ‘sauce.’ Bacon
and eggs and bread with coffee for breakfast, and sometimes ‘steamboat
strawberries’ (prunes).

“In the pilot house there was another bunk bed with storage space below.
The engineer slept here, as it was just above the boiler room. My father put
a Yeast Foam box with one side removed across the corner of the window on
the left side of the pilot house where I could stand and help him ‘steer’ the
boat.

“At most of the elevators where grain was taken on the City of Pekin, it was
carried on large conveyor belts into the hull of the boat. However, in
southern Illinois the grain was transported in sacks into the boat. The hull of
the boat was partitioned about the middle of the captain’s cabin, making two
large bins. The hatches were fore and aft of the cabin. Two kinds of grain,
corn or wheat, could be carried at one time, usually wheat from Hardin.”6

The City of Pekin evidently underwent some changes between the time Mrs. Poole remembers it, and when it
next reappears. In the 1930’s the State of Illinois hauled the City of Pekin, or what remained of it, from the
Illinois River to the Illinois and Michigan Canal at Channahon, where they planned to repair it for display
purposes, or perhaps actual use hauling tourists up and down a stretch of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.7

Plans were drawn up for the restoration of the boat. Its condition is described by Frank Stephens, who
compared it to the ocean and lake boats he had examined.
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“The City of Pekin at the time it was surveyed, had its stern cut off at the
center of the third hatch. Therefore, instead of the true stern construction,
there was a bulkhead with a pair of doors put into it. The workmanship on
this ship was of the poorest quality we have seen. The City of Pekin did not
have a keel. The planks were nailed to the frames and a 3O x 11 ½O white
pine board was nailed to the frames as a keelson. The stanchions were toe-
nailed into the keelson instead of the regular mortise and tenon. These
stanchions were not regular in size, but were made of red oak. The bow
construction was quite unusual inasmuch as there was a very blunt bow. The
ceiling ran from the deck to the base of the frames. There were no shelf
timbers, knees nor brackets, however, there were two sets of hogging irons
running the full length of the hold. These irons were 1Oin diameter. The hatch
coaming was placed on the planking instead of going below deck. The railing
was only 6O above the deck with freeing ports spaced along it.”8

The state intended to use the restored  City of Pekin as part of its Illinois and Michigan Canal Parkway, either
as an exhibit or to be actually hauled on the canal by mules. They therefore wanted plans that would enable
them to reconstruct the sadly amputated boat into a tow barge. The Works Progress Administration did the
plans which are now on file in the Smithsonian Institution as part of the historic American Merchant Marine
Survey. The trouble with the plans is the stern. Since the aft 40 feet of the boat had been cut away, and since
the state wanted a tow barge and not a steam barge as the report notes, measurements from a “similar” barge
were used for the missing section.9  However, the drawings do not conform in either stern or rudder to a typical
Illinois and Michigan Canal tow barge such as the Irene or to a propeller I. and M. Canal boat. John Shedd of
the firm Model Shipways of Bogota, N.J., put together an excellent model kit with plans for the City of Pekin.
First of all, he followed the Historic American Merchant Marine Survey plans, but subsequently he changed
them. As he explains it: ”Some years later I altered the stern to its present shape, which is structurally
reasonable. The Watercraft Plans show a bulbous stern which would be compatible with fiberglass construction
but hardly possible with planking.” He goes on to say, “However, the more I study the City of Pekin photo,
the more it seems there is a sloping buttock, and not a simple wall-sided curve into the rudder post.”10 

Also, it should be noted that there was no forward cabin in either Illinois and Michigan Canal mule tow boats
or propeller canal boats. What these boats had was a small shed in the bow suitable for tools, but not intended
for housing, as the typical crew on both the propeller-driven steam boats and the mule-hauled tow barge was
three, and hence, only needed one cabin. So it is possible that the larger forward cabin was added to the City
of Pekin for service on the Illinois River which entailed larger crews and longer trips. Despite all this, it must
be said that the plans for the City of Pekin made for the Historic American Merchant Marine Survey are the
best and most detailed plans for a 19th century canal boat in existence. So, in that respect, we owe a
considerable debt to Frank Stephens, the delineator.

The final fate of the  City of Pekin was a sad one. Hauled up to the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 1936 with
its stern already gone, it was not to be restored to its former glory. Instead, it was left to rot on the canal at
Channahon just below the U.S. 6 bridge until in 1941 it burned to the waterline. Thus died the best preserved
of the old Illinois and Michigan Canal boats, but fortunately not before it had yielded an excellent set of plans
that tells us much that would otherwise be lost about 19th century canal boats.

Published by the Illinois Canal Society, Lockport, Illinois, August 1980.
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APPENDIX

From Watercraft Collection, Historic American Merchant Marine Survey No. 14-19, page 2.

The following data was received from the Illinois and Michigan Canal Office at Lockport, Illinois:
Register number – 125488
Name – City of Henry
Home Port – Peoria, Illinois
Route – Between Mississippi River and Tributaries
Class – Freight
Owner – Illinois River Packet Co.
Master – Joseph W. Foster
Date of Inspection – March 31, 1911
Date of Application for Inspection – March 30, 1911
Gross Tonnage – 95  Vessel at Henry, Illinois, when inspected.
Where built – Chicago Illinois
When built – 1875
When rebuilt – 1894, 1908 and 1911
Engine – 1, double horizontal marine geared to two propeller shafts, formerly in Steamer Imperial
Horse power – 100
Diameter of cylinders – 10 inches each
Stroke of piston – 1-1/6 feet
Boiler – 1  Built 1911 at Clinton, Iowa, by Star Boiler Works
Length – 10 feet, Diameter – 60 inches
Kind – horizontal tubular, externally fired
Material – Steel, steam pressure 150#
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“The Politics of Transportation.”  Selected Papers in Illinois History, 1980: Inaugural Illinois History
Symposium.  Paper read in 1980 and published: (Springfield, Ill.: Illinois State Historical Society, 1982),
17-23.

Selected Papers in Illinois History 1980

Inaugural Illinois History Symposium of the Illinois State Historical Society

Illinois State Historical Society, 1982
Springfield, Illinois

The Politics of Transportation

John M. Lamb

Even before the construction of the Illinois and Michigan Canal was begun in 1836 it faced
competition from railroads.  Five years earlier, the Canal Commissioners Board, frustrated in their efforts
to raise funds for a canal, were convinced by advisors that it would be cheaper to build a railroad from
Chicago to Peru, Illinois.  After members of the board recommended a railroad to the general assembly, their
positions were abolished.1  Public opinion seemed to shift, however, and by 1834 the pro-canal forces had
gained control of the governor's office and the general assembly.  That was a reversion to the attitude that
had prevailed since Illinois became a state in 1818. The canal was seen as the most important of all possible
internal improvements, particularly by residents of the northern part of the state.  Of all the projects started
in the 1830s the canal was the only one completed in a useable fashion.

Unfortunately, by 1839 the internal improvements program had become mired in debt.  The only
project that held any promise of paying its way was the Illinois and Michigan Canal, but sectional rivalries
endangered its construction.  In 1839 a representative from Gallatin County threatened that if progress on
internal improvements in his part of the state were stopped, southern Illinois would retaliate against the
Illinois and Michigan Canal, which it had formerly supported.2  Many in the northern part of the state were
New England Yankees and Whigs who looked askance at Egypt (as the Downstate counties were called),
which they regarded as a termites' nest of Locofoco Democrats, more interested in spoils than in promoting
any  permanent benefit for the state.  The fear and distrust comes out in a letter from Canal Engineer William
Gooding3 to Col. William B. Archer, Cook County politician and early canal commissioner:

“I know no one at Springfield that would be so likely to write to me as
yourself, and I certainly know no one there who I can so well give this
information…I trust I need not assure you that I am highly gratified that
you are in the legislature, but I am afraid that you will not have it in your
power to do the country so much service as you have done heretofore.  I
think we have reckless Locofoco legislature that will go in for measures of
the most destructive kind.

“We are now at work at our report….Our report will present Canal matters
in rather a favorable light, but I fear that this will not help the canal cause
any.  As far as the officers upon the canal I suppose it is already decided
that they shall walk.  But this so far as I am personally concerned does not
give me the least uneasiness.  I need not tell you that I have served the state
honestly and faithfully for no one knows better than yourself what my
services have been.  I need not assure you that I have had nothing so much
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at heart as the good of the Canal, and that I feel a pride in being connected
with it.  At one time I fondly hoped that I should gain some credit for the
services that I had rendered.  But I now feel a perfect indifference.  So
much have all canal officers been abused (except thorough going
locofocos) that I am satisfied to be turned adrift, and let them supply my
place with some bawling demagogue.”4

It appears that Gooding was removed for a time as chief engineer, but he was not replaced because
his abilities in this line were so considerable and his connections with the other engineers so large that the
canal could not proceed without him.  One of the chief complaints against him was that his salary of $3,500
was higher than anybody else’s in state employment.  Furthermore, some politicians wanted the thing done
quickly, if not well, while Gooding and others believed the feat important enough to endure and provide a
service to the state for many years to come.

One of the figures who was to thunder across the political sky, much to the dismay of Gooding and
others, was Colonel Charles Oakley.5  Oakley came on the scene via the Internal Improvements Commission,
of which he was the State Fund Commissioner in 1839.  In that year he was appointed to go to Europe in an
effort to raise foreign capital for the various failing state transportation schemes.  The mission was a failure.
It must be remembered that the Illinois and Michigan Canal was not under the Internal Improvements
Commission, but was a separate body under the Canal Commissioners in 1839 and the Canal Trustees after
1845.  In 1843 Oakley directed his efforts to England and the East.  He raised nothing for the canal but
managed to borrow 200 pounds for himself and his fellow traveler State Senator Michael Ryan above the
expense money given them by the state.  Of that amount the state would pay back 40 pounds, and in 1847
the canal trustees had to pay back the rest.7

Oakley frequently seemed to convey a heightened persecution complex that got on the nerves of even
his closest associates.  In 1844, for example, he writes to David Leavitt,8 a banker who had financial ties with
the canal.

“The war is still raging against me.  Gen. Ryan commanding the allied
forces, they must certainly consider me a man of some consequences or
they would not resort to such desperate means to defeat me….There is a
combination on the line of the Canal...to prevent me from being trustee on
the part of the State.  They are well aware if I fill that office they cannot
carry out their plans for getting all the contracts in their hands….

“Mr. Ryan passed through this place [Detroit] a few days since on his way
to Illinois.  He had a long talk with Matteson (Matteson is an old Canal
Contractor)9 who is here.  Matteson with a certain clique at Chicago and
along the Canal line are determined to ruin you if possible.”10

As a result of the state's financial difficulty, it was proposed that the canal be put under a board of
trustees, two members of which were to be appointed by bondholders and one by the governor.  All canal
property would be under this board which would control the property until the debt was paid.  The state
would pass a land tax, and the governor would have limited power to remove certain officials.  These
arrangements were made by Governor Thomas Ford, who was determined to free the state from indebtedness
without bankruptcy.

The Canal Commissioners had always sought to steer clear of the Internal Improvements
Commission from which money flowed freely without any appreciable benefit to the state.  Now Oakley was
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connected to the canal and happy to use his political influence to benefit allies.  For example, on May 4,
1845, one C. C. Wilcox writes to David Leavitt, a trustee, praising Oakley.  

On June 30, 1845, Oakley writes to Leavitt urging that Wilcox be appointed to a post on the canal
staff and asking for credit from Leavitt's bank.11  Also, Oakley was spreading doubts about men long
associated with the canal, including Captain William H. Swift,12 a trustee, and Chief Engineer William
Gooding.  In an 1845 letter to Leavitt, Oakley carps:

 "I was on the line of the canal a few days since, and I find there is a perfect
scramble there by many of the old contractors for the advantages offered
by the appointment of Gen. Fry13 [as a State Trustee].  They do not want
Gov. Davis, 14 but they are very anxious that Cap't. Swift should be elected.
They say he has a very high opinion of the late Chief Engineer Mr.
Gooding, and he will be put back again in that office, and the work will be
prosecuted under the same influence that it has for years past."15

Governor Ford, however, not only recommended Gooding as Chief Engineer, but also belittled the
political favorite to replace him, Senator Ryan.  By 1845 Ford was extremely annoyed at Ryan and Oakley
because they had arranged an agreement with foreign debt holders whereby the state would pay back $1,000
for every $300, despite an earlier agreement negotiated by Ford for repayment of $1,000 for every $400.
Fortunately, neither deal was consummated.16

Oakley, traveling to the East, starts an attack there upon Trustees Leavitt and Swift, who lived there.
Swift notes in September:

 "On my way through New York yesterday…I was shown an article in the
Morning News newspaper…in which the trustees were assailed and their
proceedings misrepresented…all of which corresponds so fully with the
accusations set forth in Illinois that I am not at a loss to identify the writers
and motive which activated them in propagating their slanderous false-
hoods."

He adds that Oakley and Ryan were both in New York.17

The struggle for political control of the canal intensified as a result of the election of 1846.  Ford did
not run, and the Democratic candidate Augustus French was elected governor.  There was considerable fear
that French would be favorable to his fellow Democrats, Oakley and Ryan.  Chief Engineer Gooding writes
of the changed political climate:

 "The truth is that  Gov. French and a large majority of the members of the
Legislature are profoundly ignorant of what has been or is now being done.
There has been a constant effort on the part of certain wire pullers, with
Col. Oakley at their head, to misrepresent everything that has been done,
and I am sorry to say that I believe Gen'l. Fry has done but little, or tried to
do very little to correct this misrepresentation."18

Jacob Fry (the first state trustee and previously a canal commissioner), despite his best efforts to
remain, was indeed removed from his position as trustee because he wasn't loyal enough to French and
because he had been insufficiently enthusiastic about Stephen A. Douglas, the rising star in the party
firmament.19  As might be expected, French appointed Oakley as Fry's replacement.
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One of the things the other canal trustees feared was that Oakley and his supporters would gain
control of awarding preemption claims.  These claims had been bought up from the original claimants by
speculators.  One of those speculators was Joel Matteson, who observed to William Ogden that if there were
profits to be made out of claims on canal lands, individuals should be able to make them.20  Another
speculator was William Reddick.21  As a result, attacks from this quarter began on Canal Land Agent Robert
Prescott, who was denounced to Leavitt for some past events.22  This was to no avail, and thus the ire of
Oakley and others was turned on Leavitt and Swift.  Robert Stuart23 observed that Trustees Leavitt and Swift
were "ever likely to continue to impede the fertilizing benign flow of the Nile over the otherwise naked
bottom of Egypt.24

The fears about the new administration in Springfield were expressed not only by Gooding but also
by former Governor Ford, who in an 1847 letter to Ogden says:

“I would not allow my name to go before the governor [for State Canal
Trustee] for several reasons.  I foresee enough to know that it will not be
desirable to be in anyway connected with or under obligations to his
administration.  This is private.  I am making no opposition to the
Governor…I am afraid of the worst about frauds on the canal….I have
advised Mr. Leavitt to keep a strict watch out for such frauds as you
describe, and if he sees them about to be perpetrated to keep some small
part of the canal from being finished until after the next session of the
legislature.  I have great confidence in the legislature in a case of this
sort.”25

Ford's confidence in the legislature was apparently justified.  Stuart writes Swift in 1847 that a
clique, consisting of Oakley, Reddick, and others was trying to pass a bill giving Oakley the right to appoint
the land agent.26  The measure did not pass.

Despite all of Oakley's efforts, he did not get any of his people appointed to canal positions in 1847.
He was not deterred, however, and he then went to New York and began spreading derogatory stories about
the canal.  Then he returned to Illinois and by July was stirring up trouble on the line of the canal itself.  He
encouraged Irish laborers to go on strike on July 15.  He encouraged them to ask for $1.25 a day and a
reduction of the work day to eleven hours.  The strike lasted for two weeks and was confined to the Summit
section of the canal.  The strike failed, and it did not spread to other sections of the canal.  The strike did
cause some delay in the completion of the canal.  Oakley now was a source of growing concern amongst the
other trustees. Leavitt writes to Swift on July 30: "I know not what to do with the miserable creature unless
it be to give him enough rope to hang himself, which I think he is doing effectively."  A week later he writes
to Swift:  "I agree with you perfectly, that is, if the Col. wants war let him have it in good earnest.  I have
long thought he designed to throw obstacles in the way of the work on the canal, and am now fully convinced
of it."27

There was a growing disenchantment with Oakley, even among his supporters.  His attacks upon the
other two trustees made it certain that he could not get any support from them for his schemes.  Ogden
reports:  "The clique finding they can accomplish nothing through their imbecile tool, are beginning to turn
their vengeance upon him, calling him a  d--d fool, etc."28

Oakley having failed in his efforts to remove the other two trustees, turned his attack upon Gooding.
First of all he brought charges with the board of trustees in New York.  After a full hearing the board voted
in favor of Gooding.  Then Oakley returned to Illinois determined to use his influence with French.  Swift
and Leavitt, in an effort to calm the storm in Illinois, turned to Massachusetts Governor John Davis, who in
1845 had been hired to examine the canal for bondholders.  His enthusiastic support for the canal and his
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honesty earned him a great deal of popularity in Illinois.  By 1847, however, he was not anxious to return
to the state and face the calumny of the Oakley faction, as he writes in December:

“I get so weary and disgusted with selfishness and intrigue which have
everywhere characterized these transactions in the West that I am quite
willing to forget them if not too outrageous.  I had hardly placed my foot
in the business before its character and the characters of those concerned
became so obvious that I firmly resolved to have nothing to do with it after
making a report and have never repented an adherence to this opinion.
When I saw the state of things last summer and encountered the endless
misrepresentation I thought the pay, much as I need the money, a poor
equivalent for the abuse that is heaped upon you.”29

Oakley brought a number of charges against Gooding.  Governor French seeking to back up his
anticipated discharge of Gooding, sent a judge along the canal to take affidavits.  These were never released,
but on April 18, 1848, French removed Gooding.  The canal by this time was finished and the first boats upon
it.

After Gooding was fired, the trustees-- instead of appointing an associate of Oakley's-- appointed
Talcott, Gooding's assistant, as engineer. That Oakley did not rest in his efforts is indicated by a report from
one of the first boats through on the canal.

“There was nothing to mar the pleasure of the trip, save a constant
annoyance the passengers were subjected to by a fault finding runner from
the Ohio River route, by the name of Oakley, who came up with us. This
fellow had the impudence to endeavor to convince us and all he saw the
entire distance that the Canal was not done, nor would it be this season.
Yours Eastward Bound

P.S. I have since learned that the Oakley I have referred to is the State Trustee for your canal.”30

Oakley was not happy even with Gooding gone.  Ever conscious of his importance, he felt that he
should not be bound by the ordinary rules regarding canal money.  When Canal Secretary Robert Stuart
refused to give him $100 without a receipt, Oakley penned a nasty note to Swift: 

"The spirit which animated Mr. Stuart likewise animates all the subordinate
officers of the Board and the feelings which they manifest is so general
amongst them that it is fair to presume they have some warrant for it.  Now
I have practiced forbearance until it has ceased to be a virtue, nay it has
worked injury to myself."31

Though Oakley had succeeded in getting rid of Gooding he had accomplished nothing in his efforts
to get control of appointments to the canal offices.  In October 1848, Stuart suddenly died, and on November
2 the board of trustees appointed Gooding to replace him.  Both Oakley and French were furious.  French
would fume and Oakley died.  On January 1, 1849, Oakley passed on.  His conflicts on the canal, instead of
elevating him to the governorship, sent him to an early grave.

The next problem facing the canal was the railroad mania that burned through Springfield in 1850.
E. S. Prescott, canal land agent, warned Swift in 1850 that a fight was necessary to protect the waterway's
interest:
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"It is no doubt important, however, that all committees having in any
manner to take charge of Canal and Railroad interests should be composed
of right minded and influential men.  The best way to bring this about is to
give early attention to all preliminary arrangements for the organization of
the legislature or its committees and other appointments, and reasonably
apply all available means that can be brought to bear on these gatherings."
32 

But it was difficult to defend the canal in Springfield in 1850.  The legislature proposed to grant a
charter to the Rock Island and La Salle Railroad extending its line from La Salle to Chicago.  The railroad
had been originally granted a charter so that it could link the western terminus of the canal to the Mississippi
at Rock Island.  The extension to Chicago would put the railroad on the canal property and was obviously
designed to undermine canal traffic.  When on January 8, 1851, Trustee H. B. Wells informed Swift and
Prescott what was proposed, Prescott hurried down to Springfield.33  He found the old canal enemies had their
work.  As he informs Swift:

“Reddick and Matteson…led off  well, and when I got down had an act for
the last named road [the Rock Island] passed the third reading in the Senate.
Upon my constant remonstrance it was referred to a select committee who
could only be induced to allow as tolls on freight during navigation.…[It]
is now before the Canal Committee in the House where Hese of Ottawa
(Reddick's tool) is chairman.  I should not be surprised if this Committee
should throw off the restriction altogether….I have but little hope as the
Canal has not a single friend and advocate in the legislature or out of it that
I can find.  Protection of its interests are wholly at variance with the
program of plunder settled upon.”34

On February 3, Prescott informs Swift that the Rock Island extension to Chicago has passed.  He
notes that the "road gentlemen" (as he called Reddick and Matteson) "had exerted such a strong prejudice
against the Canal and the administration of its affairs that by a still larger vote a law might be passed to
annihilate the Canal and hang all its officers."  He goes on to tell the effect of Matteson and Reddick's work:

“Another unfortunate circumstance for the poor old Canal is that it is
looked upon by the railroad maniacs of our legislature and the reckless
Multitude with which it is surrounded, as decidedly unfashionable and
behind the spirit and demands of this magnificent age or epoch in the
history of this distinguished State....

“I made all the effort I could before the Committees of the house to get
some modification of the Senate bill in our favor.  But I could accomplish
nothing.  They even exhibited considerable spite and resentment that I had
obtained the restrictions I did in the Senate for our benefit….

“The State Trustee was very fierce in his opposition to the measure until he
was shown some resolutions of censure upon his official conduct and
extravagance.”

The Canal Trustees decided to fight the Rock Island’s right to take over lands owned by the canal
and abutting the waterway itself.  The courts ruled in favor of the railroad, however, and as a result the
railroad could and did cancel toll rebates.  The construction of the Rock Island to Chicago destroyed at once
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the profitable passenger traffic on the canal.  In 1853 the road bought out all the packet boats.  The canal,
however, continued to carry a large and profitable freight business.  The tonnage continued to increase until
1882, and tolls always ran ahead of canal expenses until the late 1870s. To overcome the freight competition,
the Rock Island in 1879 entered into an agreement with some eastern railroads for a system of pro-rating that
would make it more expensive for canal-hauled grain to move east of Chicago on the railroads.36

In 1871 the Illinois and Michigan Canal, having paid its cost and the interest, reverted to the state
of Illinois.  The hands of the new canal commissioners were tied in the matter of canal improvement,
however, because the state Constitution of 1870 forbade spending public funds for improving the waterway.
Revenue declined after 1882, and the canal commissioners could barely keep up with repairs.  As a result,
after 1890 a steep decline in canal use set in.  The resulting loss in revenue meant further deterioration.
Although there was a slight increase in activity in 1912, 1913, and 1914, in the absence of state money the
canal was allowed to die as an artery of commerce.



112

FOOTNOTES
1. Putnam, James W. , The Illinois and Michigan Canal:  A Study in Economic History, Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1918, pp. 21-22.

2. Krenkel, John H., Illinois Internal Improvements, 1818-1848, Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Torch Press, 1958,
p. 154.

3. Gooding was born in 1803 in Bristol, N. Y. After studying engineering on his own, he worked on the
Welland Canal in Canada from 1826 to 1829. He also worked on the Ohio Canal until 1832. He settled
in Illinois in 1833 and for the next two years surveyed the Erie and Wabash Canal in Indiana. In 1836
he was appointed chief engineer for the Illinois and Michigan Canal. He also served as a U.S. civil
engineer and special commissioner of the Board of Public Works for the City of Chicago. In May 1878,
he died; burial was at Lockport. Archer was the canal commissioner who in 1836 turned the first
spadeful of earth for the Illinois and Michigan Canal. In 1837 he urged the building of a road between
Lockport and Chicago. That road is still designated Archer Avenue.

4. The letter, dated Nov. 29, 1941, is in the William H. Swift papers, Chicago Historical Society.

5. Oakley was born in Westchester County, N.Y., in 1792; in 1834 he migrated to Tazewell County with
the Tremont Colony. He built the first house in Tremont, and he was among the founders of the first bank
of Pekin. He was considered a likely successor to Governor Augustus French, but he died in 1849, well
before French’s term had expired. An avenue in Chicago bears his name.

6. Ryan was a civil engineer and a Democratic state senator form La Salle County.

7. David Leavitt to William H. Swift, March 1847, Canal Commissioners Correspondence, Illinois State
Historical Library, Springfield.

8. Leavitt, president of the American Exchange Bank of New York, had invested heavily in canal bonds.
He became a canal trustee in 1845.

9. Joel Matteson—Joliet businessman, canal operator, and Democrat—was elected governor in 1852.

10. Feb. 18, 1844, Canal Commissioners Correspondence.

11. Ibid., Wilcox to Leavitt, May 4, 1845, and Oakley to Leavitt.

12. Swift was a graduate of West Point, famous engineer, and prolific writer on canals and railroads. He was
an uncle of artist James McNeil Whistler.

13. Jacob Fry was born in Kentucky in 1790 and came to Illinois in 1819. He served in the Black hawk War,
in which he earned his military title—which was usually General, but was sometimes more accurately,
Colonel. He was appointed Canal Commissioner in 1837 and was the first State Trustee from 1845 to
1847. He went to California during the Gold Rush and later returned to Illinois and served in the Civil
War.

14. A lawyer and a Whig, John Davis served Massachusetts as governor, a congressman, and senator.

15. The remarks are cited in Ford to Swift, July 10, 1845, Swift Manuscripts.

16. Ibid., Ford to Swift, June 1, 1847.

17. Ibid., Swift to James  Shields, Sept. 10, 1845.

18. Ibid., Gooding to Swift, Jan. 13, 1847.

19. Ibid., Robert Stuart to Swift, Jan. 29, 1847.

20. Ogden to Swift, Feb. 2, 1847, Canal Commissioners Correspondence.
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21. Reddick, a native of Ireland, came to Ohio in 1813 at the age of two. After learning the glassblower’s
trade, in 1835 he came to La Salle County. In 1838 he was elected sheriff and moved to Ottawa. In 1846
he was elected to the Illinois Senate. He was appointed one of the canal lands appraisers in 1848.

22. See Swift Manuscripts.

23. Stuart was born in Scotland in 1810. He joined John Jacob Astor and was sent to Mackinaw as an agent
for the American Fur Company. In 1834 he moved to Detroit. He became secretary of the Canal Trustees
in 1845.

24. Stuart to Swift, Jan. 13, 1847, Swift Manuscripts.
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26. Ibid., The letter is dated Feb. 17, 1847.

27 Ibid., Leavitt to Swift, Aug. 7, 1847.
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30. Chicago Daily Journal, May 2, 1848.

31. June 3, 1848, Swift Papers.

32. Ibid., Dec. 18, 1850.
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LOCKS ON THE ILLINOIS AND MICHIGAN CANAL, PARTICULARLY LOCKS 1 AND 2

Although it was originally planned to have 15 lift locks on the Illinois and Michigan Canal, this had
to be abandoned in 1845 when the money ran out.  William Gooding, the Chief Engineer1, as a result, had to
change the plans for the summit level of the canal from Bridgeport to Lockport.  The original plan had called
for a “deep cut” in this area so that the Chicago River would reverse its flow away from lake Michigan and
into the canal.  As money for this was not available, it was decided that a lock would be built at Bridgeport,
where the canal separated from the Chicago River.  Another lock was built about three miles north of Lockport.
These were called Summit Locks No. 1 and 2.  Summit Lock No. 1, that was in Bridgeport (now Chicago),
is pictured on the cover of this publication (Fig. 1).  At that spot there was also a steam-driven pumping station
that was used to pump water from the Chicago River into the canal.  Construction was also started on a feeder
canal that would supply water from the Calumet River at Blue Island.  This feeder was completed in 1852.
In 1871 the “deep cut” was made and Summit Locks No. 1 and 2 were removed, as was the pumping station.
The Calumet Feeder was also closed.  The profile of the canal (Fig. 3) was made in 1878 when there were 15
locks, as had originally been planned.

FIGURE 3
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In the construction of the locks on the Illinois and Michigan Canal there were a uniform contract and
a uniform set of printed specifications based upon a ten-foot lift lock.  Though basically all locks were much
alike, there were variations in the design of locks.  The two most interesting locks were Lock 1 (Fig. 2, on the
cover) and Lock 2 in Lockport.  Since these two locks were designed to fit into a system to utilize hydraulic
power, and not simply for lifting and lowering boats, they will be examined in some detail.

By the beginning of the 19th century the basic lock design was established in England (Fig. 4).  In this
lock, used in the late 18th century, there is on both sides of the upper canal (“head of the lock” in American
terms) a masonry wing wall.  The lock then narrows into a rectangular shape which forms the lock chamber.
At the upper end of the chamber is a triangular construction called the “mitre sill.”  The upper lock gates, when
closed, rest on this.  The upper mitre sill on English locks is on top of the breast wall.  The breast wall helps
to strengthen the lock at that point where there is most pressure.

FIGURE 4 English Lock      18th Cent.                PLATE I
CANALS.

LOCKS

Published as the Act directs, 1809, by Longman, Hurst, Rees, & Orme Paternoster Row:     Engraved by Wilson Lowry
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In American locks the upper mitre sill is usually below and behind the breast wall, so the wall can help
to reduce pressure at the bottom of the lock gates.  The mitre sill on both the upper part of the lock and the
lower is positioned so that the lock gates when closed will rest against it and help the gates resist the water
pressure.  As can be seen from Figs. 5 and 6, the upper gates in American canals were the same height as the
lower gates.  While in the English canal, because the upper gates rest on the breast wall, it is about half the
height of the lower gate.

The chamber is that part of the lock between the upper and lower mitre sill.  Here the boat was raised
or lowered by opening the valve (or, sluice valve) at the bottom of the lock gate to let water in or out.  The lock
gates were made of wood with heavy timbers, and were opened or closed by means of a balance beam that
extended from the top of the lock gate beyond the lock wall.  The entire mechanism was hand operated.

A typical American lock design is that of R. Wright for a lock of eight-foot lift on the James River and
Kanawha Canal2 (Fig. 5).

FIGURE 5

a. sluice gate   b. upper mitre sill   c. breast wall

 As can be seen from this, locks had wood flooring and a foundation built on wooden piles.  The head
of the lock was the thickest as that was where the maximum water pressure was.  The walls of the lock were
strengthened by increasing their thickness to the foundation.  For example, the specifications for a ten-foot lift
lock on the Illinois and Michigan Canal required an 18-foot height for the lock walls, and at their foundation
they were to be 11 feet 6 inches thick.3  An examination of Lock No. 1 in 1977 has borne out that it was that
wide at the bottom.4
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FIGURE 6

If we examine a lock on the Illinois and Michigan Canal (Fig. 6) we see that this lock, No. 14, is
remarkably close to the plan for an eight-foot lock on the James River and Kanawha Canal.5 This would seem
to indicate that American canal locks in the era of the 1840s were very similar.

However, Lock No. 1 and its sister lock, No. 2 (known as Jack’s Lock), as can be seen from the sketch
in Fig. 7, were different from either Lock 14 or the lock in the James River and Kanawha Canal.  The
noticeable difference is the upper and lower wing walls of Lock 1 (Lock 2 was built on the same lines 
as Lock 1) are much longer and differently shaped than wing walls traditionally were.  The wing wall was
intended to narrow the canal width as the waterway entered the lock chamber.  According to the I. And M.
Canal specifications for locks, the wing walls at the head or the upper end of the lock were to be 7.5 feet long
and attached to the lock wall by a curve of 6-foot radius.6  Though Lock 1 is of ten-foot lift, as were the locks
on the specifications, it has an upper wing wall of 53 feet in length, attached to the wall by a curve of about
a 16-foot radius.  The pointed wing walls are also about four times as large as the specifications call for.7

 One other peculiarity of both Lock No.1 and Lock No. 2  is that the upper berm side wing wall is
pointed.  The dam next to this wall has an opening (now gone in Lock No. 1) to take excess water around the
lock chamber to empty it back into the canal through an opening in the lower berm wing wall.  In the
aforementioned lock specifications, a method of lock construction for handling excess water not required in
lockage is spelled out.  It required a wall set at right angles with the lower wing so that the excess water could
spill over that into the canal.  This, however, is simply waste water; if it is used for hydraulic purposes,
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FIGURE 7 LOCKPORT, LOCK No. 1

another method is to be used, which is not spelled out in specifications.  Locks 1 and 2 were designed to be used
for hydraulic power purposes. Why was this so?  Because Lockport was the site of the largest drop in the canal
line about 40 feet between there and Joliet, four miles to the south.  

If the canal had been cut lower than Lake Michigan as had originally been planned, the Lockport site
would have had unlimited supplies of waterpower.

If these theoretical plans had been fulfilled, Lockport would have been the most important town on the
canal because of these limitless supplies of power.  Hence, by 1836 it was determined that Lockport would be
the canal headquarters, so that the state-owned canal would be the chief beneficiary of the location.  The state
would be rewarded and the canal helped by its income from the sale of land and waterpower leases.  Thus, the
1836 Canal Commissioners’ report notes:

One of the first locks on Section 23 in township 36 north
and range 10 east called Lockport. . . . Two locks, each of
ten foot lift, are located together at Lockport affording 20
foot fall of a volume of water drawn from the locks,
sufficient of itself to build up a large manufacturing town,
without lock or other impediment separating it from
Chicago.8
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As a result of the presumed value of the Lockport site, work on the canal here was pursued more
energetically and rapidly than elsewhere.  In 1838 the contracts for Locks 1 and 2 were let to George Barnet.9
In 1840 an English traveler comments on the canal’s progress in Lockport:

The works for the canal here were prosecuted with more
vigor than elsewhere, and the whole place has a very
thriving aspect.  A basin and locks were there constructed
which gave the name to the town.10

By 1843 the hopes for a large supply of waterpower at Lockport were dashed.  The state did not have
the funds to build the canal on the “deep cut” plan between Bridgeport and Lockport.  Thus, Lockport would
not have a direct access to the waters of Lake Michigan.  The main concern now was sufficient water for
navigation on this, the summit level.  It was decided that main reliance would be on a steam-driven pump at
Bridgeport that would pump water out of the Chicago River into the canal.  In addition, a feeder would be built
(finished in 1852) to carry water from the Calumet River at Blue Island some 17 miles to the canal at the Sag,
four miles north of Lemont.  This feeder was 40 feet wide and 4 feet deep, as were all the feeders.  The main
canal was 60 feet wide and 6 feet deep.

By the time this decision was made it appears that both locks were already built.  In 1844 Governor
John Davis of Massachusetts, sent to inspect the canal for the foreign and Eastern bankers, reports in his
journal:

I took a walk upon and down the canal and found it, as I judge, walled up
from the bottom nine feet at least and over 100 feet wide affording a very
spacious and convenient basin well adopted to business.  At  the lower end
of the basin is a very beautiful lock of ten foot lift (Lock No. 1).

In the original plan it was intended to create here a large water power.  But
as the lake feeder is abandoned the success of this scheme must depend upon
the supply of water derived from other sources.11

In 1847, a full year before the completion of the canal, a reporter from the East wrote this about
the locks and the canal in Lockport.

The canal so far as this place is nearly level, and is for a greater part of the
way nearly finished.  It is faced on the inside with a yellowish stone, which
is found at different points, and which appears to be a combination of lime
and sandstone; it is easy to work and lies in quarries in layers of unequal
thickness, but none of it more than a foot or a foot and a half thick.  At
Lockport the canal must be about 200 or 250 feet in width at the bottom, and
the locks and abutments are laid in smooth handsome masonry, that would
do no discredit to any part of our country.12

In the construction of Locks 1 and 2 their foundations were solid bedrock, so no piles or other
foundation work was necessary.  A three-inch planking was laid on as the first flooring, and a two-inch white
oak planking for the second flooring.   The walls were built up from this foundation.  The depth of Lock No.
1 from the coping stones on top of the walls to the bottom was 16 feet.13  The breast wall is five feet six inches
from the bottom.  Since the lock’s lift was ten feet, six inches this would require gates of 16 feet height.



121

The northeast, or berm, upper wing wall is pointed at about a 60-degree angle which was designed to
divert water around the lock chamber.  Where this wing wall terminated there was a dam about 50 feet in
length.  About four feet from the wing wall termination the dam opened into a waterway, lined with stone, (Fig.
15) that allowed a determined quantity of water to flow around the lock chamber and into the lower northeast
wing wall (Fig. 7).  When the hydraulic power, thus created, was actually used after 1871, a control house was
erected at this point on the dam.  Above the dam and lock was a basin 120 feet wide and stretching a mile and
a quarter north to Fourth Street.

Although it was originally intended to build Locks 1 and 2 together as indicated in the original plats
of the town in 1836 and 1837– as well as by the quotation already given from the 1836 Canal Commissioners’
Report– when constructed, they were about a mile apart.  The reason for this was to better exploit the hydraulic
power usage at Lock No. 1 and Lock No. 2.  The canal south of Lock No.1 narrowed to about 100 feet,
forming another basin that would continue to Lock No. 2.  Lock No. 2 was designed the same as Lock No. 1,
except that its dam was smaller and the bypass was never modified to make it usable for waterpower.  (Figs.
13, 14 and 15).

The most important part of the lock’s operation was the timber and hardware that made it possible to
operate the canal lock gates.  It was this manually operated mechanism that lifted and lowered the boats.  The
lock gate was made of timber.  (Fig. 8 is a blueprint for an I. and M. Canal lock gate from the Society’s files).

FIGURE 8
The most important part of the gate was the valve at the bottom, which was opened by the lock

operator to let water in or out in order to raise or lower the boat in the lock chamber.  The valves used on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal were designed by a New Yorker named Hildreth.  Canal Society member Mary
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Yeater-Rathbun uncovered the fact, in an excellent monograph on locks written for the Illinois Department of
Conservation, that Hildreth had actually violated a patent held by George Heath, also a New Yorker.14

In any case, the canal and particularly Canal Engineer William Gooding were involved in the litigation
over the conflicting patent claims.  Hildreth seems to have been acquainted with Gooding.  Although the canal
had to eventually pay some royalties to Heath, the illustration of the operation and construction of these valve
gates is Hildreth’s circular, reproduced from the Yeater-Rathbun work (Fig. 9).15  The valve was operated by
a long lever that can be seen on the Chicago lock pictured on the cover.  In the late 19th century this locking
valve mechanism was changed to a simple mechanism operated by a short lever situated on top of the lock gate.
The lock operator had to get on top of the lock gate in order to operate it.

FIGURE 9
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Figure 10 is also from blueprints in the Society’s files for a ten-foot lift lock.  It indicates some of the
hardware needed to attach the gate to the lock wall, and to make it pivot and attach it to the lock foundation.
The two plans are for all the lock gates on the canal; neither lock 1 nor 2 needed special lock gate equipment.

FIGURE 10

As already mentioned Locks 1 and 2 formed an important element in the planned use of canal
waterpower in Lockport.  After the construction of the two locks, a hydraulic basin was built at about 12th 
Street.  This was begun in 1848 and was finished in 1852 when the Calumet Feeder began to supply enough
water to provide a surplus on the summit level.  A flour mill was built on the basin by Hiram Norton in 1853
that used three run of stone.  By 1860 the flour mill had six run of stone.  The hydraulic basin took water from
the canal and discharged it after use into the Des Plaines River, which 19.35 feet below the basin and the canal,
thus providing a relatively good head fro overshot water wheels and turbines.16

In 1871 the canal was cut deeper and thus drew water directly from the Chicago River and Lake
Michigan.  As a result the water potential expanded, and at Lockport new engineering works were undertaken
to take advantage of it.  Hiram Norton in his grain warehouse north of the hydraulic basin built a tunnel
underneath the canal to take the discharge water from a turbine run on water drawn from the canal (Fig. 11).
The number of water wheels and turbines used for the flour mill and the paper factory increased17 (Fig. 12).

Beginning in the late 1870s the water power at Lock No. 1 was utilized by John Marx, who built a
tannery beside the lock, powered by a five-foot water wheel which developed 16 horsepower.  The wheel was
five and a half feet wide and there was probably a six or seven-foot fall from the dam.  The tannery had a
controlling works on the dam where the opening took the water off the canal.  The tannery’s two story building
was about 160 feet south of the opening in the dam18 (Fig. 7).  By the 1890s Marx’s tannery ran only
intermittently and used the canal waters fro tanning purposes but not for power.  The foundations are all that
remain of this operation.
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FIGURE 11

FIGURE 12
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FIGURE 13
Lock No. 2  (known as Jack’s Lock)
Shows dam and opening for lock bypass

FIGURE 14
Lock No. 2  Inside lock bypass:
Shows tumble and stone opening facing north.

FIGURE 15
Lock No. 2
South or lower end of lock: Shows opening in berm
wing wall for lock bypass.

Another aspect of lock activities was the
lockkeeper.  This person was responsible for locking
boats through, checking cargo manifests to see if
tolls were paid, and recording the water level daily
over the upper and lower mitre sill.  

The lockkeeper’s house at Lock No. 1 still
remains, built in 1848.  It is now located at 1513 S.
State.  It is one of only three lockkeeper’s houses left
on the canal.  The lockkeeper’s salary was $300 per
year in 1848 when the canal opened.  They were
relatively busy locking boats through.  For example,
at Lock No. 2 in 1863, the keeper, James Sloan,
locked an average of 30 boats a day.  On some days
there were as few as 20 and on some days as many
as 45.  It took about 15 minutes for a boat to clear
the lock.  The 1860s, however, was the busiest
decade in the canal’s history.

~

Today, both Locks No. 1 and 2 are in sad
shape.  The State of Illinois has done little or nothing
to preserve them or to help the visitor understand
their operation.  Since 1906, when the summit level
of the canal was closed because it was cut by the
Calumet-Sag Canal of the Metropolitan Sanitary
District of Chicago, neither lock has been repaired.
It is a pity that the State of Illinois Dept. of
Conservation has not seen fit to maintain them and
explain their significance to today’s visitor.  The
canal has always belonged to the State of Illinois and
it is now owned by the Illinois Department of
Conservation.

The Department of Conservation has plans
to reconstruct Lock 14 in La Salle at the termination
of the canal.  It is hoped that in a year or so it will be
possible for the visitor to learn how 19th century
canal locks operated.  An examination also of Locks
1 and 2 on the Illinois and Michigan Canal show
how complex locks were, and how diverse their
usage.
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William Gooding, Chief Engineer, I. and M. Canal

John M. Lamb

Preface

This is the fifth annual pamphlet produced for and by the Illinois Canal Society. The previous pamphlets
have been Illinois and Michigan Canal Annual Commissioner’s Reports; The City of Pekin Story; and Locks
on the I. and M. Canal.  I want to thank the members of the Illinois Canal Society whose support has made
these publications possible. In the coming years the society will continue to explore the history of the inland
waterways through pamphlets, research, field trips and exhibitions.

John Lamb, Illinois Canal Society

Like most canal engineers of the 19th century, William Gooding was trained on the job. The canal era
from about 1800 to 1860 produced a body of engineers who knew one another and learned from each other
but had no formal engineering education. They designed and built a series of canals that connected the
Hudson River to the Great Lakes and the Ohio River to the east coast and the Great Lakes.  Gooding
designed the waterway that connected the Great Lakes to the Mississippi via the Illinois River. This canal
was called the Illinois and Michigan Canal because it connected the Illinois River to Lake Michigan.

William Gooding was born on April 1, 1803, at Bristol in Ontario County, New York.1  His father, James
Gooding (called Deacon Gooding), was born in 1767 in Massachusetts and migrated to western New York,
and then preceded his son, William, in emigrating to Illinois in 1832. James Gooding died at age 82 in 1849.2

William Gooding was educated in common schools and by private tutors, and taught school and worked
on his father’s farm before he left for Canada at the age of 23. In 1826 he began his engineering
apprenticeship under Chief Engineer Alfred Barrett in construction of the Welland Canal. This was the first
Welland Canal, and its structures were made of wood. He worked on that canal until 1829 when he returned
to New York to run a store in Lockport.3 In 1831 he was back at his preferred occupation – canal engineer.
He was hired as a Junior Assistant Engineer on the Ohio canal system on the Wabash and Erie Canal.4  In
1832 he married.

In the same year (autumn 1832) his father and brothers moved to Illinois, settling in Yankee Settlement,
Homer township near Lockport in what became known as Gooding’s Grove. William decided to follow, but
was held up by the outbreak of the Black Hawk War in 1832. He came in May 1833. He, his wife Ann, and
infant son were the first passengers to come around the head of Lake Michigan with the United States mail
headed for Chicago.5 He squatted on land near his father and brothers, a cabin already having been built.
Although he didn’t tarry there long, he was interested in farming, particularly the cultivation of fruit trees.
He is credited with introducing fruit growing in Will County.6 He wrote an article in the 1830s for The
Prairie Farmer on fencing by using dirt mounds and ditches. At that time, before the invention of barbed wire,
the problem of fencing was acute as there were few trees on the prairie suitable for split rail fencing.

In June 1834 Gooding was hired by the Indiana Canal Commissioners to head a corps of engineers to
survey a route for the proposed Whitewater Canal from Wayne County near the border of Ohio to the Ohio
River.

He was assigned by the Chief Engineer of the Wabash and Erie Canal, Jesse Williams.7 He also seems
to have worked on a survey to extend the Wabash and Erie Canal from “the old treaty ground” on Wabash
to Lafayette.8
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Because of this wide experience, in 1836 he was hired by the Illinois and Michigan Canal Commissioners
of the state of Illinois as Chief Engineer. He used to tell the story of the visit by the Canal Commissioner to
his humble cabin in “Yankee Settlement,” as the area was called around Lockport. George Woodruff, Will
County’s first historian, tells the story.  The cabin was built on contract for $25.  Gooding furnished the
timber and a team of oxen.

“This was covered with ‘shakes’ -  a kind of roof which would shed the
rain and snow, if the wind did not blow, and had its chimney outside,
according to the style of the times, because if placed inside there would
have been no room for anything else. This chimney was built with sticks
plastered with clay. The furniture was mostly the handiwork of Mr.
Gooding, including the bedstead made of poles.”9 

One winter morning in 1836 there came to this prairie homestead William B. Archer, Canal
Commissioner, who on July 4th of that year would turn the first spadeful of earth on the Illinois and Michigan
Canal. With Colonel Archer were Chief Justice Wilson of the Illinois Supreme Court and Robert Dale Owen,
the son of the Utopian Socialist Robert Owen. They came before breakfast after staying all night at one of
those frontier stage stop hotels that promised little in the way of breakfast besides whiskey and dirt.

“To be so suddenly called upon to entertain these notables was somewhat
embarrassing to the young wife of Gooding, Woodruff observes. The
country did not afford very much variety wherewith to improvise a
breakfast. To add to the difficulty the guests, except Colonel Archer, were
strangers and as the one room was kitchen, bedroom, dining room and
parlor, and it was too cold to adjourn to the only other place – outdoors –
the breakfast must be prepared in their presence. In one all-important
respect, however, the hostess was happy. Some little time before, Colonel
Archer, whose tastes were somewhat of the Hoosier order, had seen a piece
of calico in Chicago which he greatly admired. Wishing to make Mrs.
Gooding some expression of his regard, he had bought five yards of the
goods, which struck his fancy, which he had given to her with the remark
that as she was small it would be ample, and she had the dress on this
memorable occasion.”10

Having been hired as Chief Engineer of this promising transportation and commercial venture, the
greatest such embarked upon by the young state of Illinois, Gooding turned his attention to projects that
would aid the economic development of this northern part of the state.  He helped to build one of the first
mills on the lower Des Plaines in West Lockport in 1836 to 1837. He also laid out West Lockport. As
construction of the canal proceeded, surveyors under his direction would lay out many towns along the canal
such as Lockport, La Salle, Morris, Channahon and other towns that would disappear in the railroad era like
Dresden, and would be moved, such as Kankakee. But Gooding’s principle interest was in water power
development. Water power was not incidental to the canal’s construction, but a central part of the project.
Gooding was convinced that this as much as transportation would build the hardly settled northern part of
the state and would make the canal that much more valuable to the state. It was this interest in water power
that led to the establishment of Lockport. This was because at Lockport there was the largest fall on the
course of the canal. There is a drop of forty feet in five miles between Lockport and Joliet (then called Juliet).
Not much, but unusual on the flat Illinois prairie. Lockport is at the same height as Lake Michigan, and Joliet
is forty feet below it. At that time it was proposed that the new canal be built with a “deep cut” that would
have reversed the flow of the Chicago River. It would draw water directly from Lake Michigan by cutting
below the divide of ten feet that separated the Great Lakes flowage basin from the Mississippi water basin
at Chicago. So, as Gooding observed at Lockport, a hydraulic basin could be built that would have plenty
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of water power because it could draw on Lake Michigan water. This would increase the value of state land
and give income to the canal from water rental. This brought complaints from Joliet which feared Lockport
would become more important, and that the mill located at Joliet in the 1830s would become obsolete.11

Many in Joliet continued to feel that the canal had somehow cheated them by not locating the
headquarters in Joliet rather than Lockport. But this town, it seemed to Gooding and the Canal
Commissioners, was better situated to exploit the water power and reward the state instead of speculators.
As Gooding wrote in his report to the Canal Commissioners in 1838.

“The value of the water power here (Lockport) and at other points upon the
canal, by drawing a supply of water directly from Lake Michigan, can be
appreciated after a season of such severe drought as the past years. The Des
Plaines River and many other considerable streams of the country have
been nearly dried up, and probably three-fourths of the water-mills
throughout a large portion of the United States have been standing still for
the last three months. But had this canal been completed, there would have
been during the last season an unusual supply of water, as the surface of the
lake has been 9 feet 4 inches above the canal bottom, or 3 or 4 inches
higher than was originally calculated upon for the supply.”12

Gooding realized that more important than the fall of water was the water supply. If the water for the
summit level of the canal was drawn directly from Lake Michigan, there would as a result be an unlimited
supply. The locks at Lockport were designed so that the water not used for lockage could be used for water
power purposes.13

After the canal was begun in 1836 and particularly in 1838 and 1839, the financial crisis that the state
was mired in forced the Canal Commissioners and Gooding to redesign the canal on a less ambitious scale.
The deep cut was dropped. The water on the Summit level, from Bridgeport (or Chicago) to Lockport would
be pumped from the Chicago River and also supplied by a feeder from the Calumet River rather than from
Lake Michigan. Even though the water supply was less sure, a hydraulic basin was planned and built at
Lockport on the plans laid out by Gooding in his report to the Canal Commissioners in 1838.

“...a hydraulic basin has been estimated, which is to be constructed in such
a manner that the mills or manufactories [sic] which are to be operated by
water-power created here will be built upon and draw their water from
three sides of it – the other side being next to the canal and only separated
from it by the towing path, a street and a tier of warehouse [sic] lots. The
basin will be connected with the canal in such a manner that boats or
vessels can readily pass into it, and load and unload at the mills and
warehouses.”14

Despite the fact that the Illinois and Michigan Canal had begun in 1836 with a great deal of enthusiasm,
financial difficulties had by 1838 and 1839 slowed down construction and brought increased political attacks
upon the canal supporters. Gooding had received enthusiastic support of people like Colonel William B.
Archer. It was Archer who had hired Gooding, it was Archer who had turned the first spadeful of earth on
July 4, 1836, and it was Archer who had pushed for a road from Chicago to Lockport to make the canal
headquarters a center of canal and commercial activity. But by 1841 the canal and its officers were
experiencing increased attacks from certain politicians in the State Legislature. There were complaints
officially of overpayment to the engineers. Gooding received $3500 a year, making him by far the highest
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paid state official. On November 29, 1941, when construction had stopped completely because of lack of
funds, Gooding wrote to Colonel Archer:

“I trust that I need not assure you that I am highly gratified that you are in
the legislature this winter, but I am afraid that you will not have it in your
power to do the country as much service as you have done heretofore. I
think we have a reckless loco-foco legislature that will go in for measure
of the most destructive kind.... We all feel a most intense interest in the fate
of the Canal, and I am anxious to have your opinion, even at this early stage
of the Session....

“As far as the officers upon the Canal I suppose it is already decided that
they shall walk. But this as far as I am personally concerned does not give
me the least uneasiness. I need not tell you that I have served the state
honestly and faithfully, for no one knows better than yourself what my
services have been. I need not assure you that I have had nothing so much
at heart as the good of the canal, and that I felt a pride in being connected
with it. At one time I fondly hoped that I should gain some credit for the
services that I have rendered. But I now feel a perfect indifference. So
much have all canal officers been abused (except through going locofocos)
that I am satisfied to be turned adrift, and let them supply my place with
some bawling demagogue like Capt. Burnett.”15 

Gooding distrusted the Locofocos or Jacksonian Democrats because they were more interested in giving
out the spoils of office than in keeping competent engineers. When in 1844 it became evident that the canal
would receive sufficient money to be completed in a timely manner, and that contractors as well as canal
officials would be paid, the opportunities for spoils became apparent to the Democrats. As a result the attacks
upon Gooding intensified. Gooding was a Whig, then a Free Soiler and finally a Republican. He was not very
political, but he had an intense dislike of demagoguery and excessive appeals to common prejudice and
political jobbery.

After 1844 the canal was placed under trustees, two of whom were appointed by the note holders in the
East and one by the Governor of Illinois. This Board of Trustees would control the canal until 1870, when
it was turned back to the State. The two trustees appointed by the note holders in the East and England were
a banker, David Leavitt, and an army engineer, Capt. William Swift.16  These men considered Gooding an
exemplary engineer, but there were consistent attacks upon him in the state from those who wanted the job,
or rather wanted to appoint to it some friend or acquaintance of the correct political connections.  It seemed
to some that this project, the largest yet launched by the state, was designed mainly to pass out political jobs,
and secondarily as a transportation artery. The construction of the canal had been slow, but the slowness was
caused by insufficient funds; even so the Chief Engineer was castigated for this, though it was beyond his
control. After the loan arrangements entered into by the state made it clear that the canal would be finished,
and that money would no longer be a problem, the attacks upon Gooding began to increase. His nemesis was
to be a prominent Democratic politician, William Oakley, an ambitious and powerful figure destined for the
governor’s mansion it was felt.17  In a letter in 1845 to David Leavitt, the New York  banker and canal trustee,
Oakley attached Capt. Swift because Swift supported Oakley. He noted that the contractors didn’t want
Governor David18 of Massachusetts appointed trustee, because then Gooding would be back and according
to Oakley the canal would be run as badly as before.19
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Oakley could get nowhere with Leavitt because the general opinion amongst those with a stake in the
canal’s construction was that Gooding was the best man for the job. They were also aware of the interest on
the part of certain politicians to gain control of the hiring and firing on the canal.

Governor Davis certainly supported Gooding, and he recorded the following in his diary written in 1844
when he was in Lockport investigating the canal.

“It is proper also to remark, that we have had many and free conversations
with the Chief Engineer, who appears a frank, sincere, intelligent and
skillful man. We have also conversed freely with many contractors, and
find, that they all, not only, respect him, but place great confidence in his
integrity and judgement. Expressing most of them, a willingness to
undertake work upon his estimates. I have seen so much of this feeling
among men who have worked under him for a series of years, that I am
obliged to enfer, that his estimates have been liberal and accurate, or they
could not have inspired this confidence. It has I confess strengthened my
confidence in him."20 

By 1845 the departing Governor Ford (who had successfully worked to save the credit of the state and
pursue the task of finishing the canal) wrote to the Board of Trustees recommending the reappointment of
Gooding. He wrote “...no less qualified by his talents, experience and integrity in his profession, than he is
by his tact and address in conciliating everybody whilst engaged in the performance of his duty.”  He then
goes on to suggest that two engineers who were seeking the appointment were political manoeuverers.21 In
1837 one of the first and greatest 19th century canal engineers, Judge Benjamin Wright, had praised
Gooding’s engineering judgement in a letter to the Canal Commissioners. He wrote:

“In reviewing the whole line of this proposed canal, the location of it, and
the plans proposed to overcome all difficulties, I cannot award too much
praise to your engineer. He has shown skill and sound judgement in every
part of the line, and I do not think the plans he has laid down for the
prosecution of this work can be improved upon or made better with the
materials so far discovered.”22  

In 1847 the Democrats were in firm control of the State House.  Governor Augustus French and leading
Democrat, Oakley, sought to get control of the canal. They attacked the two trustees appointed by the Eastern
capitalists. It was maintained they were paid too much and the incumbents should be residents in Illinois. The
Eastern note holders didn’t buy this argument, so Governor French and Oakley turned their energies against
Gooding. In January 1847 Oakley was appointed by French, State Canal Trustee. The old State Canal Trustee
Colonel Fry was fired for disloyalty because he bucked party discipline and voted against a known crook thus
preventing his appointment as a judge. Oakley’s appointment caused Gooding a great deal of concern. He
wrote to Swift expressing his misgivings in January 1847.

“It is thought by many that he (Governor French) will very soon remove
me, but I don’t believe that he will at present, as no one could be appointed
in my place by your Board that would suit his advisors. I think it is intended
that I shall remain until next June, when a thorough reform is designed.
You and Mr. Leavitt are to be thrown overboard and everything will then
be in their own hands, and the friends of Colonel Oakley of course liberally
provided for. The appointment of Colonel Oakley is but a part of a plan of
certain wire pullers to get control of the Canal and the Canal property,
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distribute the offices and make splendid fortunes at the expense of the State
and her creditors.”23  

By the summer of 1847 Gooding’s troubles had increased. Oakley stirred up the Irish laborers on the
Summit Division to strike for $1.25 a day and an eleven-hour day. The strike or “turnout” as it was called,
didn’t spread down the line, and the Irish laborers returned after a couple of weeks at their old wages of a
dollar a day and twelve hours of work a day. In June 1847 Gooding offered to resign, but neither Swift or
Leavitt accepted it. As the summer of 1847 ended, the Canal was near completion, and Oakley grew more
bitter in his attacks upon Gooding. At one point in the fall he told Leavitt:

“...He has engaged an Engineer to go to Illinois, and if William Gooding is
not discharged he will take the work into his own hands, and that we shall
have an insurrection. That he will no longer submit to insults from his
inferiors.”24  

He had already told all and sundry that the canal would not be finished in 1848. In the fall of 1847 he
submitted a list of charges against Gooding and requested the Board at their New York meeting dismiss
Gooding. The Board refused to do so. As a result, he went to the Governor who could fire Gooding. By this
time there was amongst many Democrats a growing disenchantment with Oakley, whose attacks were getting
more rabid. However, they wanted the power to appoint their friends and supporters to lucrative posts in the
State’s biggest public works project. It was as a result almost a foregone conclusion that Governor French
would eventually fire Gooding. But Oakley didn’t make the task any easier for poor vacillating Governor
French. He drew up a number of errors or crimes that he said made it clear that Gooding was incompetent.
Most of these revolved around judgements Gooding made at one time or another during the course  of canal
construction.  Some of the charges are as follows:

1. Saying in 1839 that the canal could be completed in three years.

2. Saying in 1839 excavations on the Summit level could be done for 75¢ to 85¢ per yard. In 1843
these figures were 19¢ to 33¢ per yard.

3. Refusing to pay the men on the Summit level nine shillings or $1.25 a day. A strike resulted.

4. Gooding refused to appoint a good Democrat that Oakley was pushing as Superintendent of Laborers.

5. Gooding was accused of borrowing money from the contractors, and his brother and brother-in-law
were big contractors on the canal.

6. In 1847 Oakley got 100-150 Hollanders in the east to work on the canal, as more laborers were
needed. Yet they weren’t hired on the canal.

7. There is general dissatisfaction in the state. Gooding should be removed as also should Capt. Swift
and Leavitt.25 

That these accusations were flimsy can be seen if one notes that Gooding’s judgements are condemned
because costs were higher in 1839 than 1843. Others were self-serving: why should Gooding have paid the
laborers more and increased the cost of construction. Why should he hire a man, even though a good
Democrat? as he had stirred up a strike amongst the workers he would supervise. The Hollanders hired by
Oakley are interesting. As soon as they got to Illinois, expenses paid, they began looking for farm land to
settle on. None were really interested in the back-breaking canal labor, for that only the sons of Erin had the
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stomach or the back. Since the want of judgement charges were so fallacious, Gooding replied as best he
could.

“For more than twenty years I have been engaged in my profession. I have
served in Canada, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. I have been associated with,
and been, fortunate enough to have my progressional character approved
by such engineers as Alfred Barrett, present Chief Engineer of the Canadas;
by Judge Wright; Charles B. Fisk Esq. of the Ohio and Chesapeake Canal;
J. L. Williams, Chief Engineer in Indiana; by the President of your board
(Capt. Swift) himself an Engineer.”26 

Gooding attributes his troubles to the machinations of greedy contractors.

In December Governor French wrote to Gooding that he felt there were too many Engineers on the canal.
Gooding knew French was under considerable pressure from Oakley to remove him. Gooding was aware that
the Governor was trying to get affidavits to support Oakley’s charges. AS Gooding observed in December
1847, “It is humiliating to believe, to know the Governor is a consummate hypocrite.”27 As the canal was
being completed in the winter of 1848, the attacks upon Gooding continued. Governor French sent out a
judge to gather evidence; Gooding was to go with him. But the Engineer’s daughter was seriously ill and
would soon die. With all these troubles descending upon him, Gooding came to Chicago but was prostrated
by adversity and never left his room at the Sherman House for weeks. The Judge and Oakley proceeded down
the canal trying to rebut witnesses favorable to Gooding.29

The result of all this was that just as the canal was finally opened in April 1848, Gooding was dismissed
by Governor French. Now the Governor could evidently fire certain officials, but he had no more power to
hire than the one vote of the State Trustee. Oakley had promised the job to several politicos, bu the other two
trustees, Leavitt and Swift, ignored him and hired Gooding’s assistant engineer Edward Talcott and
subsequently changed his title to Canal Superintendent. Oakley felt frustrated and bitter. In June of 1848 he
wrote to Swift complaining that he was required to submit a receipt for an advance of $100 he demanded of
the Canal Secretary. His dignity was undermined. 

“Now I have practiced forbearance until it has ceased to be a virtue, nay it
has worked and worked injury to myself. But I shall submit to it no longer.
I put it to your sense of justice is it fair to have me thus treated, and permit
our subordinate officers to discriminate in the degree of respect they may
show to the members of the Board.”29

Oakley went on at the indignity of not being able to put his hands in the canal funds with impunity for
four folio pages. But his agony was only to increase, for in October 1848 after the death of Robert Stuart,
Secretary of the Canal Board, William Gooding was appointed by the Canal Trustees to fill the vacancy. The
Secretary post was the most important post under the Trustees. The two most important trustees, despite the
efforts of the increasingly obnoxious Oakley, felt Gooding had done an excellent job as Chief Engineer, had
steered the canal to a timely completion, and had been attacked by greedy men with questionable motives.
The Secretary’s job was important, and Gooding’s ability was unquestioned. Governor French was furious.
In December 1848 he wrote:

“In a word it is very singular that the trustees could not find some man to
fill this place sustaining a different relationship to myself and the State
Trustee, from Mr. Gooding, except it were designed in contempt of what
has taken place, in which light only can I view it.”30 
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The Governor then goes on in good political style abut the people of Illinois and their wishes of which
he was the present embodiment, and yet these trustees beyond his ken did this to him. Oakley took it far more
seriously; he up and died in January 1849.

But the Governor didn’t forget it rankled, providing a perpetual itch to his thin political skin. His ego was
burdened beyond endurance, for still in April 1849 he wrote:

“...I really think it a subject much to be regretted that there should be no
one but Mr. Gooding capable of performing these duties. A man known to
be personally hostile to me, removed for good cause from his office, and
with whom it could not have escaped the trustees, it would be unpleasant
to me to do business or carry on communications. I am bound to suppose
that Capt. Swift did not intend to annoy me personally by this appointment,
for he so states, but if he could for one moment overlook the enference
[sic] which everybody would draw, and in fact have drawn, that they have
made issue with the executive of the State, in this appointment, I am much
mistaken.”31

  One final testimony to Gooding’s job as Chief Engineer was from a Swiss engineer named C. W.
Culmann, who in 1850 made a world tour examining engineering works. He took a trip on the Illinois and
Michigan Canal and was favorably impressed. “The canal is only two years old, and is exceptionally well
built, all engineering is heartily and expertly executed. Not a trace of slovenly, sloppy work could be found
here, which is so characteristic of some American construction.”32  

However, this political donnybrook did have long-term, serious consequences for the canal. It created
a coterie of Democratic politicians who were not interested in protecting this public project. It appears fairly
clear that in 1851 when railroad charters were being distributed by the politicos in Springfield, some of them
made sure that the Rock Island Railroad got a charter that allowed it to run parallel to and in direct
competition to the Illinois and Michigan Canal. It ran through every town on the canal from Joliet to La Salle,
and in many places the railroad runs right next to the canal. The motives for giving such a favorable charter
seems to have been that since the canal was beyond the control of the politicians, there was more personal
benefit to them to dish it for the rewards the railroads were distributing. Despite the fact that the Rock Island
cut into a commercial empire created by the canal out of the frontier, and that the canal’s passenger business
was bought out by the railroad in 1853, the canal still offered the state an efficient and cheap freight carrier.
In fact, its freight rate forced the railroad to lower theirs in those months the canal operated.

The continued success of the canal, despite the Springfield road blocks, is due in part to Gooding’s
continued tenure as secretary, and his close association with the President of the Board of Trustees, Capt.
W. Swift. Both retained their positions until 1871, when the canal, having repaid all costs, was turned over
to state control under a politically appointed group of Canal Commissioners.  Within ten years canal revenue
declined, and with it, upkeep and usage. By the end of the century as a viable commercial artery, it was done
for, although the last commercial trip down the canal occurred in 1914.

While Gooding was Secretary of the Board of Trustees,  he pursued other engineering interests. In the
1850s he submitted plans for a tunnel under the Chicago River at State Street; it was, however, never built.33

His principal interest was the canal, and he supported various efforts to enlarge it on the lines originally
planned. There was talk during the Civil War of enlarging it to take gun boats to fight the South or Great
Britain or whatever else came along. Congress in 1866 ordered a survey, and Gooding in conjunction with
General James Wilson made a report on this survey in 1868. This report recommended a canal 160 feet wide



140

with locks 350 feet long and 75 feet wide. The cost would have to be born by the United States government,
which was interested in surveys, but was little interested in the financing of such a project.

In 1871 the City of Chicago hired Gooding to help design a deep cut on the Illinois and Michigan Canal
that would reverse the flow of the Chicago River and send pure Lake Michigan water in unlimited quantities
rushing down state, thus purging the Chicago River of its sewage and cleaning the waters of the canal. The
major purpose of this work was to clean the Chicago River, but to Gooding it meant more water power and
more industry, particularly in the Lockport-Joliet area. He felt that from the first lock at Lockport “to the
head of Joliet Lake a few miles below Joliet, would be a continuous manufacturing city.”34  

Inspired by this faith, his friend, Hiram Norton, at his grain warehouse in Lockport, carved out a tunnel
underneath the canal so his plant could take water directly off the canal to run a turbine sunk eight feet below
the surface of the canal. The tunnel under the canal would bring the water to a turbine leading to the Des
Plaines River. This water power was used until the early 20th century. Although the use of the canal for
hydraulic power increased, it never achieved what Gooding had hoped it would. The level of Lake Michigan
dropped unexpectedly and as a result, the canal became a stinking extension of the polluted Chicago River.

Gooding, though much abused by politicians, was not blind to the excellent qualities of some of that
persuasion. On June 11, 1860, he wrote to Capt. Swift to reassure him that Abraham Lincoln was a better
candidate than Seward, as Gooding was in close touch with the delegates at the convention, and an
acquaintance of Lincoln’s. He notes:

“Now whilst Mr. Lincoln is by no means Mr. Seward’s equal as a
Statesman, he certainly is no common man, and in natural ability doubtless
superior to Mr. Seward. It must be understood in arriving at Mr. Lincoln’s
powers, that he was born and brought up where ignorance was the rule, that
he was poor and consequently compelled to labor hard until years after he
had reached man’s estate. In fact he has never ceased to be a hard worker,
but for nearly 30 years his labor has been mostly mental. He had done
much, all that a man with a naturally strong understanding could do under
the circumstances, to render the defects of his early education. He is now
a good legislator, a fine lawyer, and able debater, but he is not a polished
man, and yet no boor in manners as you have doubtless heard him
presented. In fact, almost any sensible man like yourself, would be much
pleased with his unaffected and unostantatious manners and strong good
sense. A more upright, honest, straight forward man than he has been and
is now, can nowhere be found.”35  

Could a better, short appraisal of Lincoln be written, and this of course, before his years of glory?
Gooding was always a keen observer and acute in his perceptions. George Woodruff, the first historian of
Will County, wrote of Gooding in 1878.

“Besides his valuable public service, his purity of life and his urbanity, Mr.
Gooding was also noticeable for his general culture and his refined taste,
and the clear and lucid style of all his reports and public communications,
and his imaginative and poetic taste, although his chosen profession was
severe and dry.”36 

In the 1870s his health began to fail, and during the winters he traveled to various southern climates to
escape the Lockport winters. In 1873 he wrote about Havana, Cuba.
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“On entering the church, I have observed that the ladies take a good look
at the gentlemen standing in the vestibule – such a look as American ladies
would consider altogether improper; but it is not so regarded here, for it is
the universal custom of the Cuban and Spanish ladies to look strangers
squarely in the face without an approach to a blush, even if the look be
returned with interest. This is a habit – a custom of the country – which is
a little disconcerting to the modest stranger, but must not be regarded as it
would be with us. So let no vain fop from our frozen clime think that he is
particularly captivating because the daughters of the sunny isle look hard
at him. Why, even I, a septuagenarian, meet such looks in every morning’s
walk, but this may be partly owing to the length of my beard rather than to
any other attraction.”37 

On March 4th, 1878, William Gooding passed away. As George Woodruff commented that  he was the
“firm friend” of the Illinois and Michigan Canal “from first to last.”

“...its efficient Director, and against whom no suspicion of jobbery were
ever entertained. Fully a master of his profession, prepared for all
emergencies, urbane in his intercourse with all, he is entitled to the grateful
remembrance of every citizen of this state, to the prosperity of which he has
been so largely instrumental.”38 

Woodruff goes on to note that on his death:

“A large concourse of neighbors and friends, not only from Will County,
but from Chicago and the entire length of the canal met at this home to pay
their sincere tribute of respect to one who had filled so important position
in the public service, and filled it long and well.”39

Gooding’s body was interred in the Lockport Cemetery, where he and his wife now lay buried. He left
his home and his worldly possessions amounting to $50,000 to his wife, Ann M. Gooding. He left two sons,
William A. and Edward L., and five daughters: Esmelda, Ada, Ella, Ida and Anne.
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The Illinois Waterway: Its 310 Year History

By John Lamb

Although 1983 is the 50th

anniversary of the completion of
the Illinois Waterway, that date
represents just one major step in
achieving an idea that is now 310
years old.  For it was in 1673 that
Joliet first put forward the concept
of a waterway to connect the
Great Lakes to the Mississippi
River by cutting through the low
ridge that separated the Chicago
River from the Des Plaines.  His
plan called for digging a small
canal of a few hundred yards to
connect these two rivers.  Louis
XIV of France and his finance
minister, Colbert, were informed
of the plan, as it was supposed to
enable a ship to sail from Niagara
Falls to the Gulf of Mexico

without unloading its cargo.

Fired by the discovery, the
French concentrated upon trade
and settlement in the Illinois and
Mississippi valleys.  T he
weakness of Joliet’s plan was
pointed out by La Salle when he
visited the Chicago area in 1682
and noted that the Des Plaines
River (which joins the Kankakee
some 50 miles from Lake
Michigan to form the Illinois
River) was too low during most of
the year to carry much of a cargo,
even in canoes.  But the Chicago
portage, where the canoes and
cargo were carried between the
Chicago River and the Des
Plaines, remained the principal
route between the Midwest and

Canada, until the Sioux Indians
successfully gained control of it in
the early 18th century.

Fell into Disuse

After that neither the French
nor the British, who in 1763 took
over the French possessions, used
the route much. It was not until the
area came under the control of the
United States that the interest in
the Lake Michigan-Illinois route
revived.  In the late 18th century,
the trader Du Sable showed the
economic value of the Chicago
location.  In 1795 the Treaty of
Grenville forced the Indians to
give up an area at the mouth of the
Chicago River where a fort was
built in 1803 to protect this link
between the Great Lakes and the
Mississippi.  The fort was named
Fort Dearborn.  In the 18th and
early 19th centuries, various
federal officials wrote of the
importance of this connection for
the development of the Northwest
Territories, particularly the
western part. The first practical
step towards the construction of a
canal came in 1816 when the
Pottawatamis Indians ceded a strip
of land along both sides of the Des
Plaines and Illinois rivers.  This
was specifically for building a
canal that would allow the Indians
to sell their goods in the East.

Illinois Becomes Interested

In 1818 Illinois became a state
and the new state’s most ambitious
project was a waterway to connect
Lake Michigan to the Illinois.  In
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1822 representatives of the state
got the federal government to
grant a strip of land from the
Chicago River to the Illinois for a
canal.  As a result of this grant in
1824, the first survey to find a
route for the canal was done by
Rene Post and Justus Paul.  In
1827 the state was granted
additional land consisting of
alternate sections on either side of
the proposed canal for the purpose
of financing the canal.  The state
then organized a canal commission
that sought to exploit this gift of
land by developing towns and
selling lots.  In 1830 Chicago was
laid out in streets and lots, as was
Ottawa at the junction of the Fox
River and the Illinois.  The
purpose was to sell lots to
speculators to finance the
construction of the canal.  The
1830 lot sale in Chicago were
disappointingly insignificant.  But
the prospect of a canal connecting
the Great Lakes to the Mississippi
brought in a large number of
settlers and speculators.  In 1833,
as a result, Chicago was chartered
as a village.  In 1836 construction
began on the Illinois and Michigan
Canal.  Although it would be 12
years before this project was
completed, its completion, despite
financial difficulties, was pushed
by the chief engineer, William
Gooding.  Before 1848 a number
of towns sprang up along the
canal, and river towns below it
prospered, most of all, the City of
Chicago.

Gone But Not Forgotten

Although traffic on the I&M is
a thing of the past, it has certainly
not been forgotten.  Its history is
preserved in the I&M Canal
Museum, operated by the Will

County Historical Society at 803
South State St., in Lockport (open
1-4:30 p.m. daily).

The Illinois Department of
Conservation gained title to what
remained of the canal about 1972,
developed some areas for
recreation and a 60-mile Illinois-
Michigan Canal State Trail
between Morris and Channahon.
The 15-mile stretch between
Channahon and the Gebhard
Woods State Park (near Morris) is
available for both hiking and
cycling, while the 10 miles
between Gebhard to Seneca is best
for hiking only.  (We thank Mrs.
Ralph Emerson, Chicago, for
sending items on this.

An Historical Corridor

A more recent development has
been the introduction of legislation
to create an Illinois and Michigan
Canal Heritage Corridor.  Sens.
Charles Percy (R-Ill.) and Alan J.
Dixon (D-Ill.) Introduced S.746,
and Rep. Thomas Corcoran (R-
Ill.) H.R. 2014. The latter was
cosponsored by 21 other members
of the Illinois delegation.  Similar
legislation in the last session died,
although the Senate Subcommittee
on Public Lands did hold a hearing
on Sen. Percy’s bill.

The legislation would establish
an Illinois and Michigan Canal
Heritage Corridor Commission
within the U. S. Department of
Interior, with the aim of stabilizing
structures and preserving historic
buildings. And to establish
intermittent recreational trails
from Summit to La Salle, Ill.
There would be visitor orientation
displays at eight locations along
the corridor from Chicago to Peru.
The Senate Subcommittee on

Public Lands held a hearing on the
Percy bill last November 30, but
neither bills cleared before the end
of the last session.  Everyone is
not happy, however, with the
corridor idea.  A letter in the
Illinois press by Dr. Robert
Whalen, stated he objected
particularly to Section 13 of the
bills which would release to the
state of Illinois all remaining rights
of property associated with the
I&M except “as to the canal prism
and towpath.”  Dr. Whalen wrote,
“Does anyone doubt that big
business or special interest groups
who have had land adjoining the
canal will not succeed in buying
and dealing for canal land from the
state and thus remove it from the
public ownership?  The original
legislation creating the canal stated
that it should stay in public use,
and a reverter clause has caused
the state of Illinois to lose title to
the canal when it started to dispose
of parts of the canal.”

A picture and a full description
of the City of Pekin ran in the
February 14, 1981, WJ.  She was
built as the City of Henry at
Chicago in 1875, with hull
dimensions of 99.2 by 17.4 by 6.9
feet.  She burned below the U. S.
Highway 6 bridge at Channahon in
1941; the state had planned to
make her into a display boat, but
this was not done.

Work Planned on Canal

The Illinois Department of
Conservation has applied for two
permits from the Rock Island
District for work on the Illinois
and Michigan Canal.  In one
project, 4,000 feet of the canal
would be dredged to allow water
flow in the channel. The excavated
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material would be placed along the
river-ward edge of the towpath.
The work would be at the mouth
of Pecumsaugan Creek, about
mid-way between La Salle and
Utica.

The other work would be the
construction of a 10- to 12-foot

pilot channel 1-2 feet deep along
23,000 feet of the canal near the
mouth of Crotty Creek and
between North Kickapoo and Rat
Run creeks.  The purpose of the
channel would be to facilitate
drainage from the Village of
Seneca.

 Old Canal Days is observed at
Lockport the third weekend of
June.  Our thanks to Rose
Bucciferro, curator of the society
museum and archives, for the
picture and canal material.

(To be continued September 3.)
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Waterway Observes Its 50th Anniversary

Courtesy Illinois Waterway Project Office, Rock Island Engineer District
Peoria’s Municipal Wharf as photographed on June 25, 1913

By JOHN LAMB

(This is the second of two
parts of Professor Lamb’s story,
written for the Illinois Association
of Port Districts, Joliet, Ill., as
part of the commemoration of the
opening of the Illinois Waterway
in 1933.  The first part, about the
Illinois and Michigan Canal, ran
in the August 27 issue.)

The financial difficulties of the
state during the construction
period of the Illinois and Michigan
Canal required a cutback in funds,
and as a result the canal between
the Chicago River and Lock port
was not (as had originally been
planned) cut deep enough to allow
boats to pass without locking in or
out of the Chicago River. As time
passed, another problem occurred.
The growth of Chicago created a
sewage problem.  Since the
burgeoning city obtained its
drinking water from Lake
Michigan, it could not dump its
sewage there.  In 1871 a deep cut

was made eliminating two locks on
the Illinois and Michigan Canal
between Chicago and Lockport,
allowing lake Michigan to flow
into the Chicago River, reversing
its flow away from the lake and
clearing up the city’s sewage
problem.

However, on the Illinois River
there was a problem.  In the
summer the river fell so low that
navigation to LaSalle, the
termination of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal, was impossible.
As a result, in 1869 construction
started on a lock and dam at
Henry, Ill., to improve the
navigability of the river. In 1877
an additional lock and dam was
built at Copperas Creek as an
extension of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal.

In 1866 a survey of the area
between Chicago and LaSalle was
made (by order of Congress) by

William Gooding, former chief
engineer of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal and Gen. James
H. Wilson of the U.S. Engineers.
This survey concluded that a canal
should be built that would reverse
the flow of the Chicago River and
would be eight feet in depth.  From
Joliet down, it was stated the
increased flow from Lake
Michigan from the suggested canal
would allow slack water
navigation on the Des Plaines and
the Illinois if dams and locks were
constructed.

That Sewage Again

The first step toward the
realization of this Illinois
Waterway was again the result of
the sewage problem in Chicago.
The deepening of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal was founded to be
insufficient for the task of cleaning
the Chicago River.  As a result, in
1892 the Chicago Metropolitan
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Sanitary District was formed and
began digging the Chicago Ship
and Sanitary Canal.  This canal,
finished in 1900, was the largest
canal built in the 19th century. It is
12 feet deep and runs from
Chicago to Lockport.

It was designed not only to pull
Chicago’s waste away from its
drinking water and purify it by
aeration, but also as a ship canal.
When it was completed, it
increased considerably the flow of
water in the Des Plaines below
Lockport, and in the Illinois.
However, its use as a shipping
canal was limited because it
terminated in Lockport.  In 1907
the Chicago Metropolitan Sanitary
District did two things to increase
shipping on the canal.  They dug a
sanitary drainage canal from the
Calumet River to the Sanitary
Canal that cut the old Illinois and
Michigan Canal in half and ended
its usefulness between Lockport
and Chicago.  At the same time,
the sanitary district engineer,
Isham Randolph, built a lock a
Lockport so boats could go from
the Sanitary Canal to the Des
Plaines River.  He also designed a
power station at the same location
to control the flow of water from
lake Michigan.  In the same year,
Mr. Randolph designed a movable
dam, a “butterfly dam,” at
Lockport to stop any uncontrolled
flow from Lake Michigan.

Locks on Lower Illinois 

In the late 19th century, there
was also a significant development
taking place on the Illinois River.
The U.S. Engineers in 1890 began
building locks and dams at
Kampsville and La Grange on the
lower Illinois.  This, of course,

increased the navigability of the
Illinois, and with the increased
flow after the completion of the
Sanitary Canal, the major question
was no longer insufficient water
fro shallow draft boats, but what
depth was necessary for maximum
navigation.  From 1890 on the
Corps began to take responsibility
for navigation on the Illinois below
Utica, just above the termination
of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.
In 1927 they formally took over
this stretch of Illinois Waterway.

In the late 19th century, major
interest shifted to the gap between
the end of the Ship and Sanitary
Canal at Lockport and the
beginning of Illinois River
navigation at Utica.  It was true
that after 1907 boats could lock
down from the Sanitary Canal into
the Des Plaines River at Lockport,
and from the Des Plaines in Joliet
lock into the Illinois and Michigan
Canal.  But the old canal was too
small and in a bad state of repair,
due to a law that forbade the use
of state funds to repair and
upgrade it.  As a result, agitation
began in the 19th century for a
series of locks and dams between
Lockport and Starved Rock that
would be much larger than the
Illinois and Michigan Canal.  By
the 1920s boats were operating on
the Sanitary Canal between
Lockport and Chicago that were
too big to lock into the Des Plaines
River and the Illinois and
Michigan Canal.

State Bond Issue

In 1908 the voters of Illinois
authorized a bond sate to raise $20
million to build a series of locks
and dams between Lockport and
Utica to provide slack water

navigation on the Des Plaines and
the Illinois.  The dams would also
supply electricity from water
power as was already being done
by the Sanitary District at its
power station at Lockport.  The
question of the design of the
waterway, the depth and flowage
and other problems, delayed the
start of construction until 1921.

Then it was determined that it
should have an eight-foot depth,
with locks 110 by 600 feet, and
sufficient lockage for cargoes of 6-
9 thousand tons.  There would be
five locks and dams, and four of
them were to have electric
generating capacity. (The electric
power component was eventually
dropped.)  Construction was
started on the lock at Marseilles,
then the Lockport lock.  One of the
last built was outside Joliet at
Brandon Road.  This was because
through Joliet the level of the river
had to be raised above the
surrounding city, and controlled
by means of concrete gravity walls
that had to be built before the lock
and dam.

Originally this stretch was
known as the “Illinois Waterway,”
but after 1930, when the federal
government took control of the
entire length, the name Illinois
Waterway was given to the entire
Chicago to Grafton route.  The
Lockport and Starved Rock
segment is a system using slack
water navigation as the natural
flow of the Des Plaines and the
Illinois was increased considerably
by 1,700 cubic feet, a second flow
into the system from Lake
Michigan via the Sanitary Canal.
However, in 1930 the state of
Illinois’ $20 million bond issue
was running out and since the state
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couldn’t finish it, the project was
taken over by the federal
government, which completed it at
a cost of $7 million.  As a result,
for the first time, the entire
waterway from Chicago to
Grafton was controlled by one
agency, the U.S. Engineers.

A Basic Transport System

On June 22, 1933, the Illinois
Waterway was opened for traffic.
Its completion had been a
piecemeal effort done in part by
the Chicago Metropolitan Sanitary
District, the state of Illinois and
the U.S. Engineers.  But as we

have seen, the history of is
development goes back to 1673
and the explorations of Jolliet and
Marquette, who discovered a
phenomenon unique in the world,
two huge inland bodies of water,
the Great Lakes and the
Mississippi Valley, which were
separated by only a 10-foot high
ridge at Chicago.  From this fact
came the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, the development of
Chicago,  and the  bas ic
transportation system of the
Midwest.  The opening of the
Illinois Waterway was culminating
exploitation of this fact.

 The development of the
waterway didn’t end in 1933.  In
1 9 3 5  t he C or ps  bega n
construction of new locks and
dams at LaGrange and Peoria, and
the old locks and dams at
Kampsville and LaGrange were
removed.  In 1955 the Calumet-
Sag Canal connecting the Calumet
River to the waterway was
widened.  But 1933 was the year
in which the vision of Jolliet and
his superior, Count Frontenac,
was realized, a boat could go
freely from Niagara Falls, or
Montreal, to the Gulf of Mexico.
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The Illinois and Michigan Canal
and Town Development in Northern Illinois

Professor J. M. Lamb

The connection between transportation systems and patterns of land settlement has been an abiding factor
in American history. Even today the construction of the Interstate Highway system is felt to have had a direct
effect on suburban growth and central city decay. Earlier the construction of mass transit lines had a
dislocating effect upon older parts of cities. In the latter half of the 19th century the railroad building based
in part upon land grants from the United States government promoted urban and rural land development in
the mid-east and the west. This transportation-related land development created such typical American
features as the railroad town celebrated in song and story. The connection between land development and
transportation since the first half of the 19th century has been closely examined by both historians and
sociologists.1 

Little attention, however, has been paid to the effect of the canal construction on land settlement and
town development. However, it was the canals which first received the benefits of government land grants.
The first of these grants was enacted in 1827 to aid in the construction of canals in Indiana and Illinois. The
land grant in Illinois was to aid in the construction of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. This canal was not
finished until 1848 or twenty-one years after the original grant. But in the intervening years the land grant
was to have a considerable impact upon development in the area transversed by the canal, and of course the
canal had a continuing impact once construction was completed.

The concept of connecting the Great Lakes to the Mississippi by means of a canal at Chicago was first
suggested by Louis Joliet in 1673.2  The prospect was not taken up again until the last years of the 18th

century. The first step toward its realization was an 1816 treaty with the Indians in which they agreed to cede
a strip of land from Lake Michigan to the Illinois River in order to build a canal.3  After Illinois became a
state in 1818 agitation  for building a canal between the Illinois River and Lake Michigan increased. In 1822
the United States Congress granted to the state of Illinois a strip of land for a canal and ninety additional feet
on each side of the proposed canal. Finally in 1827 Congress granted “land equal to two and one half
sections” in width on each side of the proposed canal to the state to finance construction. The canal was to
be finished in twenty years. In 1833 this twenty-year deadline was extended.4 

The canal connected Lake Michigan to the Illinois River at La Salle, Illinois. It ran ninety-six miles from
a settlement, now part of Chicago, called Bridgeport, in a southwesterly direction through sites, including
Lemont, Lockport, Joliet, Channahon, Morris, Seneca, Marseilles, Ottawa, Utica and La Salle. At Bridgeport
it joined the Chicago River and ran four miles on the south branch of that river to Chicago and Lake
Michigan. In 1827 not one of the above towns existed, including Chicago. The destinies of all these towns
were tied up with the development of the canal, both before its completion in 1848 and afterwards.

In 1827 the population in northern Illinois was sparse. Most of the land was held by Indians who traded
furs at the mouth of the Chicago River. At that spot there was also a fort, Fort Dearborn. Though there was
considerable migration into the southern part of the state, there was no settlement of consequence in the
northern half of the state.

In 1828 a second Canal Commission was formed by the state to pursue the construction of the canal. The
difficulty was that the land was so valueless that it could not even be sold for the current price of government
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land, $1.25 an acre. The State Canal Commissioners decided to try to increase land values by creating towns.
And the first one they plotted or laid out was naturally, Chicago. The original town was located at the
junction of the north and south branches of the Chicago River, about a mile from its mouth at Lake Michigan.
The plan would lay out the streets that still make up part of the Chicago “Loop” or downtown. The Canal
Commissioners were extremely hopeful that it could lure speculators from the east by placing advertisements
in out-of-state papers. They put advertisements in a Washington, D.C., paper and two New York papers, as
well as papers in the southern part of the state. At the sale in September 1830, one hundred twenty-six town
lots were sold in Chicago mostly bordering on the Chicago River. Sales totaled $4,363. With this money the
commissioners were able to pay off the cost of the canal survey and the mapping of Chicago and Ottawa.5

However, no money was available for canal construction.

The other town plotted or laid out in lots in 1830 was Ottawa. This town was to be situated where the
Fox River flows into the Illinois, and just above what at that time was the planned terminus of the canal. The
plotting was done by a surveyor named James Thompson (who also did the survey for Chicago). Both plots
had public land along the waterway for public use as well as public squares.  In Ottawa only nine lots were
sold. 6 

Altogether the results of these land sales were disappointing, and the Canal Commission was disbanded.
There were those who felt the canal should be dropped and a railroad built instead. A railroad, it was said,
would be both cheaper and easier to construct. But the advertising for land sales in Chicago had its effect.
Settlers began coming into the area in increasing numbers. Pressure on the Indians increased, resulting in
Illinois’ last Indian conflict, the Black Hawk War of 1832. The Indians were defeated and forced to set out
and leave the state in 1834. As a result the flow of immigrants intensified and the demand that a canal be
built grew.

In 1835 the Canal Commission was recreated by the state legislature. By this time increased settlement
had increased land values. The proponents of the act of 1835 establishing the new Canal Commission felt
that sufficient funds could be borrowed on the basis of the value of the land to finally get the canal dug. The
act states, “The Commissioners shall examine the whole route, and select such places thereof as may be
eligible for townsites, and cause the same to be laid off into town lots, and they shall cause the canal lands
in or near Chicago suitable therefore, to be laid off into town lots.”7 

As a result there was a concentrated effort to establish towns to encourage their settlement, and to make
these new towns attractive. In pursuit of these objectives, a policy was established of granting land for
churches, schools and public buildings. Churches  were granted lots which they could sell if the money raised
was used to erect a church building. Towns plotted by the canal commissioners, or their engineers, had one
block reserved as a public square. There was public land set aside adjacent to the canal that could be used
to load and unload boats. Twenty-year leases were granted on the ninety-foot reserve strip of land next to
the canal for mills, warehouses, elevators and other business establishments that would use the canal.8

The major concern was the sale of town lots; farmland sales were secondary. Speculation and optimism
was most intense in the sale of town lots. While the original town of Chicago was already divided into lots
and somewhat settled, there was still plenty of room. As a visitor in 1836 noted:

“Although in reality the town has not yet forty-four streets lengthwise and
forty-two crosswise, as it is made to have on the map, still it is an
astonishing place. Four to five years ago it was nothing but an Indian
village, and now it is a very pretty little town of 600 inhabitants, with good
shops, fine streets having sidewalks, a magnificent hotel, a theatre, four
churches of different denominations and a great many handsome houses of
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stone. Considering the importance of the position Chicago is destined to
become a great city. They are already making a canal to give the lake
communication with the Mississippi; a work that would be gigantic in a
peopled and organized country and which becomes truly fabulous in a
region like this which is still, so to say in a savage condition.”9 

When land sales were held in the heady mid 1830s, the bidding was indeed savage. Land speculation
intensified because of the promised completion of the canal. On June 20, 1836, at the auction of the lots still
owned by the state in the original town of Chicago, the sale price was usually over the appraised value. The
highest price bid for a town lot was $21,400. The total sales for lots in the original town was $1,181,475.10

In addition to the original town, the resident canal engineer, Talcott, laid out an addition which would give
the town frontage on Lake Michigan. The plot for this addition as filed in the courthouse, reserved the
lakefront from development.11  Lots in this addition realized $321,070 at the 1836 auction.

After 1837 the state was faced with the problems of the economic depression and the financial
difficulties that this entailed. In the matter of town lot sales the strategy was changed. The legislature in 1837
told the Canal Commissioners to sell sufficient town lots in  Chicago and elsewhere to raise the sum of $1
million dollars. However, that was not really possible, no more strategic sales were planned in light of the
depressed conditions and the continuing influx of settlers. As the 1838 Board of Canal Commissioners
Report to the Governor notes:

“Under this authority, and since the last session of the legislature a few
alternative lots in Lockport, in Ottawa and in La Salle have been sold, but
more with a view of founding the towns and preventing individual property
from superceding that of the state, than for the purpose of present revenue.
The financial embarrassment of the Union for early the last two years will
satisfactorily account for no other property being sold. The sales at the
places enumerated, accounting in gross to $35,400 were offered at liberal
prices considering the times, and almost exclusively to actual settlers who
are making substantial improvements.”12 

The Canal Commissioners felt that the state had lost out to an extent in Chicago and Ottawa. Although
those towns had originally been mapped by the state, additions had been made, and the original maps and
the original stakes set out by the surveyors were gone. To offset this problem, in both Ottawa and Chicago
additions were plotted by the canal engineers, who were allowed to file plots and who were alone excused
from the requirement that this work could only be done by county surveyors.

There were other towns along the canal established before 1836 by land speculators. Two of these were
Joliet and Utica, laid out in 1833. Although Joliet, which became the county seat of Will County in 1836,
was an important site and the Canal Commissioners did make an addition there, they concentrated upon a
nearby area where they laid out a town in 1837 and called it ‘Lockport.' (In doing so they largely ignored a
plot already filed by the Lockport areas' first settler.)13

 
The canal officials were particularly concerned with the development of those towns they considered

capable of supplying the greatest return to the state, in the form of increased land values for sate-held land.
There were also towns that the state alone controlled that seemed to promise great economic potential. The
one they particularly concentrated on was Lockport.

The town is located at a spot that is equal in elevation with Lake Michigan, and thus at the end of the
summit level of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. The land between Lockport and Joliet drops some forty feet



165

in the five miles that separates them. This is the largest drop on the canal and thus seemingly promised ample
water power at Lockport. So the town was made the canal headquarters, much to the consternation of near
neighbors. The town was laid out so that the canal would be the focus of business activity. The two locks in
the town were designed so that their bypasses could be used to drive machinery.14  In addition, a hydraulic
basin was constructed that could tape the considerable fall between the canal and the nearby Des Plaines
River, thus allowing income from lot sales and water leases.15  Besides these amenities, a public landing was
established along the canal in the center of town where farmers could load and unload their boat shipments.
Manufacturers were allowed to build on the canal bank and were given title to this part of the ninety-foot
reserve strip. The Commissioners in 1837 built a road from Chicago to Lockport, one of the earliest roads
radiating from Chicago. In the same year they built a frame headquarters building, a stone warehouse, and
two large houses for the canal commissioners. This served to show potential settlers that Lockport was a
thriving center, where in 1836 only a few rude long cabins were located.16 

The great hopes for Lockport were not fully realized, basically because until 1871 there was not
sufficient water in the canal to provide both for navigation and the almost unlimited water power needed to
drive the industries as had been originally hoped.

Water power was a major concern of the Canal Commissioners. The Chief Engineer, William Gooding,
always looked to all possible ways of obtaining hydraulic power on the flat Illinois prairie. He sought to
increase the value of state town lots in towns already established such as Joliet and Ottawa. Here it was felt
that the erection of dams and a lateral canal would mean increased value for the adjoining state land. As a
result the increased cost would be amply returned to the state.

In laying out new towns, water power was a prime consideration. At the junction of the Du Page River
and the canal west of Joliet, the town of Du Page was created to take advantage of the water power there. Du
Page did not flourish. Right next to it the town of Channahon did develop, but little use was made of the
water power.

There were other efforts at townsite development. One that was a major bust was Kankakee. This town
was developed in the 1830s at that point where the Kankakee River and the Des Plaines River came together
to form the Illinois River. Naturally it was felt that this would be an important townsite. In 1836 a traveler
reported on the town:

“We forded the river which is very wide and about two feet deep, pursuing
our course over a level country about two miles. We arrived at the great
city of Kankakee which consists of one log house, one store, one frame
house some ten or twelve feet square, one barn frame, which comprised the
entire city of Kankakee. This log house being a tavern, we soon had our
trunk carried in and were provided with a comfortable supper.”17 

This town was assiduously promoted by private land owners. A map and prospectus was circulated in
the east in 1836. But the town had reached its maximum development in 1836 as described by the traveler.
It was too unhealthy because it was low lying and afflicted with malaria or ‘ague’ as it was called, and it was
also subject to flooding.  The town disappeared in 1848.

Des Plaines represents another aborted attempt at town development. About twenty miles south west
from Chicago, it was determined that the route of the canal could be shortened if the Des Plaines River was
shifted out of its bed. About three or four hundred acres would be drained as a result. This newly reclaimed
land was felt to be a choice area, and it was laid out as the town of Des Plaines. It was also anticipated that
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a feeder canal from there could link up with the proposed Indiana Canal, called the Erie and Michigan Canal.
No linkage was made, and Des Plaines never developed as a town.18 

Besides Lockport, the other town the state Canal Commissioners were most interested in promoting was
La Salle at the terminus of the canal. To assure that the town lots would be under the state’s control, the canal
bypassed a nearby townsite “Rockwell” which had been plotted in the belief that the canal would pass
through it and terminate at its edge.19 (Rockwell became another town failure along the canal.) La Salle was
conceived as a transportation center rather than a manufacturing center. River boats here would pick up canal
boats or their cargo and take them to the Mississippi. It was also to be a railroad terminal for shipments
directly west and north and south, west via the Rock Island and north and south via the Illinois Central. In
order to help achieve these ends a large steamboat basin was constructed to harbor river boats. The result
didn’t turn out as anticipated. The railroads instead of being willing to act as extensions to the canal sought
to supercede it when the railroad boon began in the 1850s. The Rock Island Railroad which was originally
to run west to the Mississippi at Rock Island from LaSalle, got an extension of its charter so it ran east from
La Salle right alongside the canal to Chicago, severely hurting the young canal.20  

When the canal ran into severe economic difficulties after 1838, it brought lands onto the market on a
very cautious basis as was reported in the 1839 Canal Commissioners’ report. In 1843 the control of the
unfinished canal was assigned to a Board of Trustees, two of whom were appointed by the Governor of
Illinois. This board would control the canal until 1871 when all debts having been paid, it reverted to the
state. The trustees were as anxious to avoid dumping land as the State Canal Commission had been in the
1830s. In 1851 they put town lots up for sale after extensive advertising. But they refused to sell them below
their appraised value.21 

The canal officials always encouraged other forms of transportation that would help develop Chicago,
and of course not compete directly with the canal. Railroads were planned to run from the terminus of the
canal west to the Mississippi. Also, a railroad running through the central part of the state from north to south
was supposed to connect the terminus of the canal to Galena in the north and Cairo at the junction of the
Ohio and the Mississippi Rivers in the south.22  In 1847 they granted a plank road company the right to use
canal lands for their right of way.23 

The Illinois and Michigan Canal declined in importance in the 1890s, and by 1914 the last commercial
trip went down the canal. By then only the lower two-thirds was useable, since after 1906 the stretch between
Lockport and Chicago had been cut in two. By the 1950s the canal was filled in the Chicago area. But the
legacy of the canal is still evident in Chicago. The shore of Lake Michigan south of the Chicago River is still
open public land as designated in the original plot done in 1836 by Canal Engineer Talcott. In 1836 Michigan
Avenue was the lake shore. Since that time fill has pushed the lake shore about one-half mile east. But it has
remained public land except for the Illinois Central Railroad track across the lake built in the 1850s so its
station would be in the heart of Chicago.

In northern Illinois, the Illinois and Michigan Canal probably has had a more permanent impact upon
town scale than the railroads that came later. Railroads like the Rock Island simply followed the path of the
canal, exploiting the development the canal had already stimulated.

At the present time the Illinois delegation to Congress, prodded by public opinion, is pushing legislation
to create an Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor along the pathway of the canal. The idea
is not to create a national park, but a diversified recreational, natural, commercial and industrial area to
maintain the pathway the canal created and turn it to new uses.
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William Gooding

“People in Public Works.”  APWA Reporter.  (December 1985): 5-6.

People in public works
John Lamb
Professor of History, Lewis University
Romeoville, Illinois William Gooding

Like most canal engineers of
the 19th century, William Gooding
was trained on the job. The canal
era in North America, which
lasted from about 1800 to 1860,
produced a generation of engineers
who, although lacking formal
education, knew one another and
learned from each other.  They
designed and built the series of
canals that connected the Hudson,
Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers to
the Great Lakes, establishing a
transportation network before the
advent of the railroad.

The Illinois and Michigan
Canal, which Gooding designed,
provided the last link between the
Great Lakes-St. Lawrence system
to the east and the Mississippi to
the west.  Such a project had been
the dream of generations of
explorers and settlers since Joliet
first suggested the idea of a canal
at the foot of Lake Michigan in the
late 17th century. When completed,
it was the only canal other than the
Erie to provide an all-water link
between east and west.

William Gooding was born on
April 1, 1803, at Bristol in
Ontario County, New York.
Educated in common schools and
by private tutors, he later taught
school and worked on his father’s
farm.  In 1826, he left for Canada
to begin his engineering
apprenticeship under Chief
Engineer Alfred Barrett in
construction of the first Welland
Canal at Port Dalhousie on Lake

Ontario.  The first of four canals
that would eventually link Lakes
Ontario and Erie, the Welland
formed an important trans-
portation route as well as an early
“industrial corridor.”  Five years
later, Gooding served as junior
assistant engineer for the Ohio
Canal system on the Wabash Erie
Canal.

In 1833, Gooding moved to
Illinois. With his wife, Anne, and
infant son, he took up residence in
Will County, part of the state’s
northern,  unsettled region
(undoubtedly aware that with
funding to build a canal through
that part of the state soon to be
approved, an experienced engineer
would be needed to head the
project).  In the short time he
homesteaded there he developed an
interest in agriculture, particularly
the cultivation of fruit trees, and is

credited with introducing fruit
growing to that area. He also
wrote an article in the 1830’s for
The Prairie Farmer on fencing by
using dirt mounds and ditches. (At
that time, before the invention of
barbed wire, the problem of
fencing was acute as there were
few trees on the prairie suitable for
split rail fencing.)

In June 1834, Gooding was
hired by the Indiana Canal
Commissioners to head a
surveying team for the proposed
Whitewater Canal from Wayne
County near the border of Ohio to
the Ohio River. During this period
he also worked on various canals
in Indiana and Ohio, including a
survey to extend the Wabash and
Erie.

On a winter morning in 1836,
William B. Archer, commissioner
of the proposed Illinois and
Michigan Canal, Illinois Supreme
Court Chief Justice Wilson and
Robert Dale Owen, son of the
Utopian socialist Robert Owen,
visited Gooding’s prairie
homestead to offer him the job of
chief engineer.  Gooding was by
then the preeminent engineer in the
state. After accepting the position
he turned his attention to the
possibilities of developing an
“industrial corridor” along the
canal route using water power
generated by the canal.  He
designed the water power facilities
to maximize the slight fall between
the eastern terminus at Chicago
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Gooding’s interest in water power led to the birth of the city of
Lockport, shown here about 1880.

and the western terminus 96 miles
away. Gooding was convinced that
water power, as much as
transportation, would make the
canal more valuable to the state. It
was this interest in water power
that led to the establishment of the
city of Lockport. At that city the
largest fall on the course of the
canal occurs.  There is a drop of
40 feet in five miles between
Lockport and neighboring Joliet;
Lockport is the same height as
Lake Michigan, and Joliet is 40
feet below it. It was proposed at
the time that the new canal be built
with a “deep cut” that would have
directly reversed the flow of the
Chicago River. It would have
drawn directly from Lake
Michigan by cutting below the
divide of 10 feet that separated the
Great Lakes flowage basin from
the Mississippi water basin at
Chicago. Gooding observed that at
Lockport a hydraulic basin could
be built that would have sufficient
water power because it could draw
from Lake Michigan.  This would
increase the value of state land and
give income to the canal from
water rental. Gooding also realized
that the water supply was more
important than the fall of water.
To this end the locks at Lockport
were designed so that water not
used for lockage could be used for
water power purposes.

However, several years after
the canal was begun in 1836, state
officials found themselves mired in
a financial crisis. The canal
commissioners and Gooding were
forced to redesign the canal on a
less ambitious scale.  The deep cut
was dropped.  Despite the fact that
the Illinois and Michigan Canal
had been started with a great deal

of enthusiasm, by 1838-39
financial difficulties had slowed
down construction and brought
increased political attacks on canal
supporters.  There were official
complaints of overpayment to
engineers.  Gooding received
$3,500 per year, making him by
far the highest paid state official at
a time when canal laborers were
striking to earn $1.25 for a 12-
hour day. On November 29, 1841,
construction stopped completely
due to lack of funds.

In spring 1848, following
severa l stormy years of
Democratic political maneuvering
over canal control, Gooding was
dismissed. His removal was
largely the result of continued
attacks by William Oakley, an
a mbit ious and powerfu l
Democratic legislator.  Gooding
replied to Oakley’s charges in a
letter to the Governor: “For more
than 20 years I have been engaged
in my profession. I have served in
Canada, Ohio, Indiana, and
Illinois.  I have been associated
with, and been fortunate enough to
have my professional character
approved by such engineers as
Alfred Barrett, present Chief

Engineer of Canada; by Judge
(Benjamin) Wright; Charles B.
Fisk Esq., of the Ohio and
Chesapeake Canal; J.L. Williams,
Chief Engineer in Indiana; by the
President of your board (Captain
Swift), himself an engineer.”

However, the Canal Trustees
appointed Gooding Secretary of
the Canal Board in the fall of
1848, much to the dismay of
Oakley and the Governor. Despite
the accusations against Gooding,
the Trustees felt he had done an
excellent job as Chief Engineer,
steering the canal to a timely
completion.  He was, they
believed, the victim of greedy men
with questionable motives.

Other testimony to Gooding’s
performance as Chief Engineer
included that of Swiss engineer
C.W. Culmann, who in 1850 made
a world tour examining
engineering works.  After a trip
along the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, he wrote, “The canal is
only two years old, and is
exceptionally well built, all
engineering is heartily and expertly
executed. Not a trace of slovenly,
sloppy work could be found here,
which is so characteristic of some
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American construction.”

In 1837, Judge Benjamin
Wright, one of the first and
greatest 19 th century canal
engineers, had praised Gooding’s
engineering judgment in a letter to
the Canal Commissioners. “In
reviewing the whole line of this
proposed canal, the location of it,
and the plans proposed to
overcome all difficulties, I cannot
award too much praise to your
engineer. He has shown skill and
sound judgment in every part of
the line, and I do not think the
plans he has laid down for the
prosecution of this work can be
improved or made better with the
material so far discovered.”

Although he pursued other
interests while serving as
Secretary of the Board of Trustees
(including, in the 1850’s, a plan
for a tunnel under the Chicago
River at State Street), the canal
remained his principal interest.
He supported various efforts to
enlarge it on the lines originally
planned. There was even talk
during the Civil War of enlarging
it to take gun boats to fight the
South or Great Britain.

During this period Gooding
also served on the Board of Public
Works for the City of Chicago. As
a consultant to the city in 1871, he
helped design a deep cut on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal. This
was done to reverse the flow of the
Chicago River, thereby sending
pure Lake Michigan water rushing
downstate in unlimited quantities,
purging the Chicago River of its

sewage and cleaning the waters of
the canal. The major purpose of
this venture was to clean the
Chicago River, but to Gooding it
meant more water power and
industry along the canal. He felt
that from the first lock at Lockport
to the head of Joliet Lake a few
miles below Joliet “would be a
continuous manufacturing city.”

Inspired by this faith,
Gooding’s friend Hiram Norton,
owner of a grain warehouse in
Lockport, carved out a tunnel
underneath the canal. This enabled
his plant to take water directly off
the canal to run a turbine sunk
eight feet below the canal’s
surface. The tunnel under the
canal would bring the water to a
turbine leading to the Des Plaines
River.

This water power was used
until the early 20th century.
Although use of the canal for
hydraulic power increased, it
never achieved what Gooding had
hoped. The level of Lake Michigan
fell unexpectedly, and as a result
the canal became an extension of
the polluted Chicago River.

In the 1870’s Gooding’s health
began to fail, and during the
winters he traveled to various
southern climates to escape the
Lockport winters.  He passed
away on March 14, 1878.  As
George Woodruff, Will County’s
first historian, commented that he
was the “...firm friend of the
Illinois and Michigan Canal from
first to last, its efficient Director,
and against whom no suspicion of

jobbery were ever entertained.
Fully a master of his profession,
prepared for all emergencies,
urbane in his intercourse with all,
he is entitled to the grateful
remembrance of every citizen of
this state, to the prosperity of
which he has been so largely
instrumental.”

Woodruff goes on to note that
on his death, “A large concourse
of neighbors and friends, not only
from Will County, but from
Chicago and the entire length of
the canal met at his home to pay
their sincere tribute of respect to
one who had filled so important a
position in the public service, and
filled it long and well.”

Much of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal remains intact
today, stretching from eastern
Illinois to the headwaters of the
Illinois River 90 miles west of
Chicago. In 1984 it was
designated by law as a National
Heritage Corridor, a unique 120-
mile-long urban cultural park
incorporating rare nature sites,
recreational areas, and historic and
archeological sites and districts. 

For more information on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal
National Heritage Corridor,
contact the Upper Illinois Valley
Association, 53 West Jackson
Boulevard, Chicago, IL 60604;
telephone 312-427-3688.

[Year 2003: Call the Canal
Corridor Association at (815)
588.1100.]
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By John H. Lamb

Just received the May 1985 issue of " American
Canals", and thought it was excellent. But then all the
issues are excellent. I noted with interest the item about
the proposal to make the Black- stone Canal a National
Heritage Corridor . I also know that such a Corridor is
po- posed for the Hennepin Canal in Illinois. I thought
therefore that you might be interested in the progress of
the first National Heritage Corridor, the IIIinois and
Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor .

The bill creating the Corridor along the I. and M. Canal,
and its longest feeder, the Calumet-Sag Feeder from
Blue Island established a linear corridor about 120 miles
in length. The legislation was signed into law by
President Reagan last August. At that time some
$260,000 was appropriated for the first year's activities
of the Corridor. It was not until May of this year that 18
Commissioners were appointed by the Secretary of the
In terior, plus his representative -the Mid- West Director
of the National Park Service. I was appointed to the
commission as was another local canal enthusiast, Mrs.
Constance Fetzer. The Commission held its first
meeting June 17 and 18, 1985 at Starved Rock State
Park (which is in the Corridor). At that meeting another
canal enthusiast, Edmund Thornton, was elected
Chairman.

The National Park Service has teams from the Historic
American Building Survey and the Historic American 

Engineering Record starting on a three-year study of
the historic infrastructure of the Canal Corridor. These
two teams are located at Lemont and Morris, Illinois
respectively. This summer they will record as much
information as possible about buildings, structures and
sites located in those two towns.

There are also preliminary historic and prehistoric
archeological studies of the canal being done by various
universities during the summer. This is all preliminary to
the National Park Service's issuance of a guide and
study of the Canal Corridor so teachers can use it in
their class rooms and towns can use it for tourist guides
and promotion.

There are other developments. The Will County Forest
Preserve has established a museum at Romeoville (near
Lockport) dedicated to the history of the canal and the
earlier French fur traders and trappers. Lewis University, 
also in Romeoville, has opened a Canal Archives and
Corridor Regional History Special Collection. This has
been used for courses at the University and by various
outside re- searches. It is planned to make it the
archives of the corridor. In June the Chicago Maritime
Society and Loyola University in Chicago produced a
video for high school classes on the maritime history of
the inland waterways of Chicago. The production made
extensive use of the Lewis University Canal Archives.

The State of Illinois, Dept. of Conservation, has been
developing an I. ano M. Canal Parkway in the western two
thirds of the Corridor (from Channahon to LaSalle) .It is
planning to put about 5 million dollars a year into canal
rehabilitation and trail development. The state has
restored lock 14 at LaSalle. Another interesting trail
development is being completed this summer at Lockport.
Here the Park District has constructed a trail of about 2
miles along the I. and M. Canal through Lockport. This
trail is  not only for hikers and bikers but also has a
number of very well designed signs with pictures
depicting the canal as it was when it was in operation. So
the trail is an education in canal history and infrastructure
economics. There will be available shortly a self-guiding
brochure for the trail. One of the structures on the trail
was originally built as a warehouse for the canal
contractors, and is one of the oldest structures on the
canal. After the canal opened in 1848 it was turned into a
grainery and canal store. This building is being restored
by a grant from Gaylord Donnelley.

The Corridor area is one of the oldest industrial
developments in the midwest, principally because of the
canal. like many older industrial centers it is now ex-
periencing severe economic distress. For example the
U.S. Steel plant in Joliet was once the town's most
important source of employment, and Joliet was called
"steel city". This plant is located on the canal and is now
almost completely shut down. This spring US Steel
entered into an agreement with the National Trust for
Historic Preservation to supply $40,000 for a study of
alternative uses and historic preservation of the old plant
(one of the first to use the Bessemer Converter).

Along the Blue Island and Cal-Sag segment of the
Corridor the Chicago Metropolitan Sanitary District plans
to use its extensive land holdings to promote recreational
and residential development along the Canal. The City
library of Blue Island received a grant to develop a
museum for the town.

1986 will be the 150th year celebration of the start of
construction on the I. and M. Canal. By that time the
commission should be fully operational, with a Director
and a Headquarters which are mandated by the
legislation. The prime need is to bring together these
various affairs so that the historical, recreational and
commercial assets of the area can be more fully realized.

John Lamb is also Secretary- Treasurer of the
Illinois Canal Society.

“I & M Canal National Heritage Corridor.” American Canals.  Bulletin of the American Canal Society
no. 54 (August 1985): 6.
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Decoys and Decoy Carvers from the Illinois & Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor.  A paper to
accompany a Folk Art Exhibit, January 26 - February 26, 1986.  Lewis University Library, Romeoville, Ill.,
1986.
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AN EXHIBIT OF DECOYS FROM
THE ILLINOIS AND MICHIGAN CANAL NATIONAL HERITAGE CORRIDOR

 This is the second exhibit of Folk Art from the Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor
sponsored by Lewis University and the Lewis University Canal Archives, and held in the Lewis University
Library. The objective of these exhibits is to explore and record the folk art of the Corridor. This is a neglected
area of study, but an important part of our cultural heritage. The University has committed itself to explore
and also to pass on to posterity a knowledge of the objects made by skilled but untrained craftsmen, whose
artistic vision has been mostly ignored.

Decoy making is the most distinctively American of all the folk arts practiced in this country. It is an
art not found elsewhere, however, in America examples have been found dating back about 2,000 years.
Apparently the Indian reed decoys were not used widely but they were used. The era of wood decoy making
began when the West was opened and settlers found what they assumed was an unlimited supply of game birds.
This led to that period of animal slaughter by market hunters who supplied thousands of birds to the meat
markets of our cities. This era fortunately ended at the turn of the century when prohibitive national legislation
was enacted. Some of the old professional hunters, who had made decoys as needed in their hunting, now
supplemented their income by making decoys.1 The wooden decoy, either handmade or machine made,
flourished from the late 19th century until after World War II. The wooden decoy made for hunting, or a
working decoy, has been replaced by plastic and rubber inflatable decoys. The wooden decoys made now are
decorative, and many makers concentrate upon realistic detailing of the feathers and the body.

Decoy carving is not only a native America folk art form, it was originally produced for a practical
purpose— to aid the hunter in attracting birds. Sometimes live birds were used as decoys, the live duck or
goose tied down to lure their brethren to their destruction. Yet the decoy’s form is limited by convention and
convenience. Realistic details might easily break, and they couldn’t attract any more birds. Within the limits
of the medium, individual expression developed as this display illustrates. The individuality is displayed in the
carving of the head and body, and the painting of the body. As in most folk art a degree of abstraction is
implicit, while the overall appearance must be realistic. An expert in decoys can, as a result, tell almost
instantly who carved a specific decoy. Since the feathers on the back of the decoy were not carved in, but
painted in, this allowed for a certain amount of individual expression, as can be seen in the examples in this
exhibit. The lower parts of the decoy, being below water, were not usually as creatively painted.

Since the Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor, which runs from Chicago to Peru,
was and is on the migratory pathway, hunting and decoy making have always been an important part of the
Corridor’s culture. While decoy production was never as large as further down the Illinois River, the Corridor
does have important decoy makers, a few of whose works are displayed here.

The exhibit seeks to give an overall view of the decoys and the decoy makers, not a comprehensive
display. It includes older artists such as Barto, Hocking and Khoeler machine-made decoys from the largest
decoy manufacturer in Illinois, if not in the country, namely William F. Pratt of Joliet, and finally some
contemporary decoys made as objet d’art. The exhibit gives examples of working decoys and decorative decoys.
Decorative decoys were frequently made by old decoy makers to please the wild fowl hunter who seems to be
continually fascinated by the images of his prey. Now the decorative decoy is the only type made and, as can
be seen from the exhibit, an increasing amount of attention is paid to the realistic carving of the feathers, wings
and body.
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THE DECOY CARVERS EXHIBITED

SAM HOCKINGS SR. (1868-1950) Peru, Illinois
Amongst the many decoy carvers of the La Salle-Peru area, two
families contributed much, the Hockings and the Koehlers. Sam
Hocking Sr. hunted not just for sport, but to feed his large family of
ten. Hockings had been a coal miner and a policeman in Peru. He
had a shop in the back of his house where he made decoys and other
wooden items like chests. He taught his son, Sam Jr., to make
decoys as a therapy after the son crippled his wrists in an accident.
Another son, Fred, also took up decoy carving. There is no evidence
that the Hockings ever made decoys for any purpose but their own
hunting.

1. A MALLARD DRAKE

GEORGE K. (SKIPPY) BARTO (1880-1959) Lockport, Illinois

Barto was born near Tiskilwa near Bureau. It was there he learned
decoy carving. His work resembles and may have been influenced by
the great Bureau decoy maker, Robert A. Elliston.2 He moved to
Fairmont, outside Lockport, where an industrial accident forced him
to retire as a foreman in a steel plant. This was in 1937, after which
he turned to making decoys full time, and also duck and crow calls.

As can be seen, his decoys were hollow, as were most of the
handmade working decoys. The head was fastened to the body
with a screw. The two parts were then glued together. Barto
usually stamped his initials on the keel weights fastened to the
bottom of the working decoys.

2. A Mallard Drake with an anchor manufactured by the Pratt
Manufacturing Co. of Joliet. The anchor would hold the decoy in
place while it floated.

3. A Mallard hen: the feathering on its back is characteristic
of the way Barto painted and combed its feathers. This
marks him as one of the master Illinois decoy makers.

4. A Mallard drake that came unglued and shows how Barto gouged
out the center before glueing the decoy together. The initials are the
former owner’s!

5. A Pin Tail Drake with Barto’s initial clearly stamped on the keel
weight.
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WILLIAM E. PRATT MANUFACTURING CO.  Joliet, Illinois

This company made a large number of items,
everything from mouse traps to door handles. It
operated in Joliet from 1893 until the 1950s.
Sometime in the early 1920s they began to
manufacture decoys. This was done by modifying
World War I gun lathes purchased from the
government. The lathes used to manufacture gun
barrels were modified so that they could turn two
decoys at a time based upon a pattern. Some of
these were then painted rough cut right from the
lathes (as the two Blue Bills in the next exhibit) or
they were sanded and painted. The rough cut decoys
were preferred by some hunters (according to a Pratt
employee Leslie Keeler) as it did not reflect the light
like the sanded decoys. Their decoys produced by
machine were sold to Sears Roebuck and
Montgomery Ward. William E. Pratt, who was
himself an avid hunter, had skilled artisans who
produced hollow decoys for the carriage trade.
These were sold through Aberchrombie and Fitch
and other expensive sporting goods stores.
In addition to decoys, Pratt also made decoy anchor
keel weights, anchors to tie down live decoys and
a variety of other decoy paraphernalia. Sometime
in the 1930s Pratt sold the decoy manufacturing
equipment, and it was moved to the South so that
decoys could be made from the nearby lumber.3

6. Two examples of Blue Bill duck decoys. They
are rough cut and painted right from the lathe. The
usual hollowed out bottom evidently was designed
to allow the decoy to float high.

7. Red Headed Duck decoy. This was made of
solid wood with a Pratt keel weight.

GEORGE KOEHLER (1904-1974) Peru, Illinois

Koehler was the youngest member of the Koehler family to produce
decoys. His father and brother were also hunters and decoy makers.
George was only 12 when he began carving and made some 2,000
of the mallards as shown in the exhibit. George, like his father, also
made boats for use in duck hunting.

8. Mallard Drake.
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1.  p. 11  Paul E. Parmalee and Forrest D. Loomis, Decoys and Decoy Carvers of Illinois, 1969 Northern Illinois
University Press, DeKalb, Ill.  This is the best book on the subject and certainly must be the most complete and
authoritative.

2.  p. 213, Ibid.

3.  Most of this information came from Leslie Keeler, a long time employee of the Pratt Co., as his father was
before him. His information differs somewhat from that in Decoys and Decoy Carvers of Illinois. For example:
Decoy Carvers says that Pratt bought the decoy making equipment from Mason, a decoy manufacturing company
in Detroit. But Keeler says that Pratt and Mason were competitors in the early part of the 1920s. See pages 74-75
in Decoys and Decoy Carvers.

ARTHUR BEHMETUIK (1925-) Lockport, Illinois

Behmetuik (sometimes called Artie Bennet) was taught decoy
carving by George Barto. His style, while similar, is decidedly
different. Behmetuik produced commercial decoys as late as 1968.
He also makes decorative decoys. In his working decoys he
sometimes put a paper with his name, the date and maybe the
weather for the day before glueing the two halves together. He did
not put his name on the exterior of the working decoys, but he does
so on the decorative decoys.

9.  Black Duck working decoy.

10. A Mallard hen sleeper (a frequent pose on decoys) 1978.

11. A Mallard hen 1980.

12. A small Canada Goose 1982.

13. The patterns of duck heads and bodies throughout the exhibition
are Behmetuik’s.

ROY MALLINSON (1937- ) Shorewood, Illinois

Mallinson is recognized as one of the best realistic bird carvers in
the area. He learned his carving skills from John Fisher of Peoria.
He began carving in 1975. He also makes carvings of birds in flight
and other action poses. This is in sharp contrast to the static poses
favored by the old-time decoy makers.

14. Canvas Back duck carved in 1984.

FOOTNOTES
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Landscape, Townscape and Canalscape on the I. & M. Canal Corridor.”  A paper read at the Illinois State
Symposium, December 1988.

Landscape, Townscape and Canalscape
on the I. & M. Canal Corridor

John Lamb

Modes of transportation are bound to have an impact on the landscape they cross. Although it may not be
so obvious, different methods of transportation have differing impacts on the landscape. This can be seen in
the landscapes of two 19th century English landscape artists, John Constable and Joseph Turner. During the
18th century there was a considerable program of constructing canals, so by the time Constable (1776-1836)
was painting, they had harmonized with the land becoming almost a natural part of it. This can be seen in
Constable’s painting The Leaping Horse.1

 
The railroad was a 19th century innovation and had a different impact upon its environment. It did not

really harmonize with the landscape but obtruded upon it. It was the train not the track that epitomized the
railroad, in contrast to the canal whose water was more obtrusive than the boats that floated on it.  Joseph
Turner in his important painting Rain, Steam and Speed perfectly captures the way the train dominates and
diminishes the landscape.2

The canal becomes the landscape because the canal builders had to fit the waterway into the land. They
had to shape the flow of water by means of dikes, dams and diversions so that the canal became the natural
waterway. And the canal because of that remains an intrinsic part of the landscape long after it has been
abandoned as a waterway. The railroad bed tends to disappear on the prairie rather quickly after its
abandonment.3

There is also a canal townscape; the canal town must conform to the engineering needs of the canal and
is shaped as long as it exists by the canal that passes through it.4  The Illinois and Michigan Canal and the
various town plans on its path offers a good example of how canal towns developed from scratch. When the
idea of a canal to connect Lake Michigan to the Illinois River was first seriously mapped in the 1820s, there
were no towns on or near the canal route. In 1830 a state canal commission was established to try and exploit
the large land grant of over 285,000 acres given to the state by the Federal Government. The state hoped that
by selling the land it could pay the construction costs. In 1830 they laid out two towns in this unsettled area.
One was laid out at the junction of the two branches of the Chicago River with the main branch. This was the
original town of Chicago. The other was plotted where the Fox River joins the Illinois and was the original
town of Ottawa. The Canal Commissioners advertised lots for sale in these two towns in 1830. The results of
both the land auction and the lot auction were disappointing. There was not enough money to start construction,
even though the sale had been advertised in the southern part of the state and in the East.5 However, after 1830
there was increased land and lot speculation. In 1833 Chicago became a village, and in the same year Joliet,
Utica and Marseilles were plotted on the line of the canal by private individuals.

Although the original 1830 plots of Chicago and Ottawa have been lost, copies indicate that the
commissioners saw them basically as river towns. The Chicago River, not the Lake, determined the shape of
the town. The surveyor for both towns was James Thompson. In both sites there is a central public square and
open land along the river banks at the South Branch of the Chicago River and at the Fox and Illinois rivers.

In 1836 the state finally launched the canal project in earnest. It was proposed to borrow money using the
increase of land values as a promise of potential return. By that year the speculation in town lots, particularly
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in Chicago, was a permanent part of life on the Western Frontier. The form and the peculiarities both silly and
serious of the speculative disease were everywhere apparent. Land auctioneers were as numerous as bars, and
the din of their drumming was constant in the small town of 4,000. In light of this, the law, passed for the
construction of the canal, paid close attention to the sale of town lots. It says:

“The commissioners shall examine the whole route, and select such places
thereon as may be eligible for town sites, and cause the same to be laid off
into town lots, and they shall cause the canal lands in or near Chicago,
suitable therefore, to be laid off into town lots.”6 

The act also commanded the sale of lots in Chicago and Ottawa on June 20, 1836, two weeks before the
first shovel of dirt was turned on the canal. The engineer in the Chicago or Summit level surveyed and plotted
the additional acre of fractional section 15, which included for the first time the lake shore in Chicago. In the
plot the land East of Michigan Avenue was left clear of development. This was part of a continuing desire to
keep the waterfront open as had been done in 1830 along the river front.7 

Chicago was never intended to be a canal town, as the South Branch of the Chicago River would be used
to connect the original town, the modern ‘loop,’ to the canal at Bridgeport. However, the Canal Commissioners
had a large influence on the development of the city. By 1836 the original Thompson plot was lost, and so the
Chicago village trustees on July 30, 1836, wrote to the Canal Commissioners requesting they define the
boundaries of the original town.8 In 1837 the State Legislature gave the Canal Commissioners the right to file
their own plots without consulting the county surveyor. They could also certify previously filled plots that had
been lost, and those documents so certified would be regarded as the official plot for legal purposes.9 

Armed with these powers, the canal officers would have a determining impact upon the towns along the
canal. Also, the sale of town lots was initially very encouraging. The auction on June 20, 1836, in Chicago
found lots running well above the evaluation made before the sale. The Chicago sale brought in $1,522,545.10

But in 1837 the effects of a depression began to be felt all across the country, which tended to cool the
speculative fever. In 1838 Canal Commissioners Thornton and Fry report:

“The sixth section of the act on March 2, 1837, empowers the board of
commissioners to sell such parts of the canal lands in the township in which
Chicago is situated, and alternate lots in La Salle and other towns along the
canal route as might be necessary to produce the sum of 1 million dollars.
Under this authority, and since the last session of the Legislative, a few
alternate lots have been sold in Lockport, Ottawa and in La Salle, but more
with a view of founding the towns and preventing individual property owners
from superseding that of the State, than for the purpose of present revenue.
The financial embarrassment of the Union for nearly the last two years will
satisfactorily explain that no other property has been sold.”11 

In 1839, although construction costs were increasing, again the Canal Commissioners did not bring either
land or lots on the market.

“But no part of the lands have been brought into market. The continued
derangement of the pecuniary affairs of the country, and especially of the
Canal, would not in the opinion of the Commissioners allow any kind of real
estate to sell at fair prices. The consequence is that not only farm lands, but
town lots have been withheld from sale.12 
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By 1840 seventy-six purchasers of Chicago lots, such as W.B. Ogden, were petitioning the Canal
Commissioners for not only a moratorium on payments, but a reduction of the 1836 original price at auction.13

To obtain maximum prices for lots in the newly founded towns laid out by the Canal Commissioners, and
in addition to older towns it was proposed not only to build a transportation waterway but also a means of
supplying water power in such quantities as to encourage manufacturing along the canal. Since at that time it
was anticipated that water would be drawn directly from Lake Michigan, the increased cost of construction
would be more than repaid by increased lot prices. William Gooding, Chief Engineer, reported:

“The value of waterpower here (Lockport) and at other points upon the
canal, by drawing a supply of water directly from lake Michigan, can be
fully appreciated after a season of such severe drought as the past. The Des
Plaines River and many other considerable streams of the country have been
nearly dried up, and probably three-fourths of the watermills throughout a
large portion of the United States have been standing still for the last three
months. But had this canal been completed, there would have been, during
the season past, an unusual supply of water, as the surface of the lake has
been nine feet four inches above canal bottom, or three feet four inches
higher than was originally calculated upon for the supply.”14 

Because of the desire to get maximum prices for State lots, and to build up State developed towns, the
plans for the canal entailed expenditures over and above the basic cost of building a canal. These costs included
the supply of water power necessary to encourage and support manufacturers and other commercial enterprises
using the canal.

There were two principle towns wholly owned by the State that canal officials were particularly concerned
about. One was Lockport, where the Canal headquarters was located, and the other was La Salle, the terminus
of the Canal. Since the original plan for the canal included cutting through the Chicago portage so no lock
would be needed between the lake and Lockport, there would be an unlimited supply of water there. At
Lockport there is the sharpest drop on the canal – forty feet in three miles – hence there were great hopes for
development at Lockport. In 1836 William Gooding, the Chief Engineer, reports that the water power
developed there would be “...sufficient of itself to build up a large manufacturing town, without a lock or other
impediment separating it from Chicago.”15 The terminus of the Canal is at La Salle; this location frustrated the
hopes of speculative town developers at Utica and Rockwell who plotted sites on the Illinois River where they
hoped the canal would end. At both Lockport and La Salle, extensive developments were planned, such as a
hydraulic basin, steamboat channel, central basins and other improvements that were built. Thus, the canal
would give to these towns a shape, their streets a direction that they still have today. In each case the existing
character of the landscape was shaped and modified to obtain the ends desired. Rivers were diverted from their
natural beds and outlets into the canal, a basin was dug to connect it to the Illinois River, and canal towns were
built.

There were towns already plotted in 1836, such as Joliet and Ottawa. In both these towns the Canal
officials made additions on State-owned land. In these additions improvements were made to increase water
power which would improve the value of the State lots. As the Chairman of the Canal Commission wrote in
1849, this caused criticism.

“It is the interest of a large number of citizens, who have settled or intend to
settle on the line of the canal, to have the land and waterpower sold early and
at low prices; and a strong disposition has been constantly manifested by a
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few to throw obstacles in the way of building up State towns, and creating
manufacturing power, which they view and denounce as an opposition to
individual enterprise. But the true policy of the State, like that of her citizens,
is to sell her property to best advantage, and where she has improved it to
claim the benefits of improvement, without regard to selfish complaint....16

Another source of discontent with this policy was the almost inevitable rivalry and jealousy between towns.
This is seen from letters and editorials in the Joliet Signal between 1847 and 1850. In 1847 “Justice” of
Hickory Creek complains that Gooding says a fall of twenty feet at Lockport will supply sufficient water power
for 30 run of stone, while ten feet of fall at Joliet will only supply power for twelve run of stone, which he
claims is just propaganda for the state town, Lockport, where Gooding resides.17 Another letter in 1847 from
“Jake Utica” of Kankakee says Gooding and others working for the canal build up, “...Lockport, the El Dorado
of all their fond hopes.”18 “Long Jimmy” of Thorn Creek has a similar complaint in 1848.19  In 1850 an
editorial in the Joliet Signal goes back to Lockport’s thirty run of stone and Joliet’s 12, adding “...true, the
canal officers, most of them residents of Lockport, have squandered thousands to build a basin so that they
might have waterpower there; yet anyone who is acquainted with such matters must see by examination, that
the power here is much the surest and the best.”20 

The pressure on the Canal officials to sell off land and quickly raise money was always resisted even
though the financial difficulties faced by the state and the canal between 1839-1848 intensified the demand for
quick sales. The law stated that most of the lots and lands were to be retained until the canal was completed.
In 1845 because of financial difficulties, control of the canal shifted from the State to a Board of three
Trustees. Two were appointed by the bond holders, and one by the Governor. The Board borrowed sufficient
money to finish the canal. One of the first things the Board did in 1845 was to hire a land agent, E.S. Prescott.
Prescott was able to increase the sale of town lots after the canal was completed in 1848.21 The Trustees
insisted that the lots be sold at or above their confirmed valuation. In the 1850s when sales were brisk in and
around Chicago, if the other town lots didn’t come up to snuff, they were withdrawn.22

By the 1850s another transportation development with a large government land grant came upon the Illinois
scene. This was the Illinois Central Railroad. It was natural that they would turn to I. and M. Canal personnel
to help in selling their lands and lots. In 1853 Prescott was approached by David Neal, a leading figure in the
railroad and subsequently in the railroad land sales. Prescott reported: “...Mr. Neal is as desirous as anyone
that I should relieve him of the perplexities of town making, for he doesn’t think he has the ‘knack’ at the
business.”23 Prescott would eventually turn the offer down because the railroad, he felt, was trying to bring too
much land on the market before the railroad was completed. His experience with the canal made him mistakenly
believe this couldn’t be done.24  Interestingly, Neal soon acquired the ‘knack’ of town making putting together
a plot on a north-south axis with common street designations split down the middle by the railroad. The plot
was used for thirty-three towns on the Illinois Central line planned by David Neal’s Land Associates.25  In
contrast to the railroads, canal towns were shaped by geographic features and by the changes in landscape
made by the canal builders. In addition, there was no rush to sell lots, and their sale continued at a varying rate
throughout the 19th century. The railroad tended to have uniform town plans and quick sales.

That the canal was wise in its lot sale practice is indicated by some figures of 1852. Since 1845, 62% of
the 6,384 lots then laid out had been sold. The amount received was $1,015,000, yet the total lot evaluation
was $974,364. The sale of town lots had brought in more actually and comparatively than the land sales, of
which less than 50% had been sold by that year.26 

In order to appreciate the varied townscapes of the canal towns along the Illinois and Michigan Canal, I
will look at four towns:  Lockport, Joliet, Ottawa and La Salle. Two of these towns were plotted by the Canal
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officials in 1837, while Joliet and Ottawa were laid out in 1833 and 1830 respectively. However, in both of
these latter towns the canal made significant changes to make the State additions to the older original town
attractive to manufacturers.

Lockport was considered very important to the canal officials, it was located on that place on the line of
the canal that was the same elevation as Lake Michigan, hence the end of the summit division. Between
Lockport and Joliet, about five miles, the land drops forty feet, the largest drop on the line of the canal. As
already noted, the canal officials were very optimistic about Lockport and its economic prospects given the
large potential water power there. The town was laid out on spacious lines. It is located on the east edge of the
Des Plaines valley. The canal is built above the river, and most of the town is above the canal. The major street,
State Street, is 100 feet wide; there appears to be no other thoroughfare that broad on the canal line. As in other
towns, the canal here was wider than its usual 60 feet. In Lockport it was 120 feet wide. The original plot of
the town was done in 1836 by a surveyor named Winkler. The town plan included a public square, two market
squares and land set aside for a college. There was no public land set aside for canal use. For this reason the
plan was never filed. In 1837 a new survey was done, by law then, it did not have to be certified by a county
surveyor. A canal engineer, John Prescott, did this survey.27 It was much more canal centered; the public square
was moved closer to the canal, and two public landings were located on the canal north and south of Ninth
Street, the access road to the town from the west. The public landings would define the business district. The
market squares and college areas were dropped. But in both plans the town’s streets had instead of a north-
south orientation, one that paralleled the canal. The first substantial building in the town²— there were some
abandoned log cabins— was the canal headquarters, now the Will County Historical Society Museum. Across
State Street from this, two houses were built for the Canal Commissioners. Also, in 1837 on the banks of the
canal at the north end of the public landing, a stone warehouse was built to store materials that contractors
would need. Besides the direct connection to the canal and its construction, these buildings were designed to
draw settlers to the town. By the time the canal was finished in 1848, the south end of the public landing was
set off by a large stone grain warehouse or elevator built by Hiram Norton on the canal right-of-way.

The crowning feature of the Lockport Canalscape was a hydraulic basin designed to draw to the town
numerous manufacturers.28  This did not turn out to be as important as originally thought.  In 1845 the State’s
financial exigencies required the abandonment of the "Deep Cut" that would have reversed the flow of the
Chicago River and draw Lake Michigan water down to Lockport. The “Deep Cut” would have to wait until
1871. Instead of ample water, in 1848 water on the Summit level was in short supply until 1853. By that year
a feeder canal from the Little Calumet at Blue Island brought sufficient water into the canal at the Sag. Hiram
Norton, the principal manufacturer at Lockport, used more water power and paid more for it than anyone else
on the canal.29 

The last significant feature of the canal in Lockport was Lock Number 1. This lock was built so its excess
water flow could be used to drive machinery.30 In Lockport the enthusiasm for the canal was great, but as usage
declined and its smell increased, misgivings developed. In 1905 the President of the Lockport  Woman’s Club
wrote:

“When one looks upon the long vista of years that have elapsed since
Lockport was evolved from the primeval forests of the region it seems almost
incredible that Lockport has not progressed more rapidly. When you think
of the beautiful hills and high bluffs on which the town is located, it would
seem an ideal spot for a modern town, but there are several reasons why
people have not cared to locate here, chief among which is the Illinois and
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Michigan Canal. The disagreeable odor has been widely talked of as a
menace to health.”31

The writer went on to urge that the old canal be converted into a pathway for the latest thing, the
automobile. It should be made into a scenic drive from Chicago, she assured her readers, which would bring
in business and tourists.

The next town, below Lockport, was Joliet, which became the largest town on the canal after Chicago.
Joliet was first plotted on the east side of the Des Plaines River on a grid street pattern on a north-south axis.
This was done by James B. Campbell in 1833. He called his speculative venture ‘Juliet’ after a hill located near
the town named by Jolliet for himself, but called ‘Juliet’ in 18th century maps for some incomprehensible
reason. In 1833 the west side of the river was plotted also, but its grid pattern paralleled the river, which forms
the dominant feature of the town.32  Since in 1837 these two areas were outside State-owned land, the canal
officials plotted an area west of the river and north of West Joliet. A ten-foot dam raised the level of the river,
and a wide basin was constructed on the canal, running northeast of the dam. The dam, located on Jackson
Street, also had a 10-foot, lift lock on its west side. Since this was on the State’s addition to Joliet, most of the
water power was here. South of the dam the river and the canal were the same for about a mile. There a smaller
dam and a guard lock of two-feet lift, enabled the canal to leave the river entirely. The State had made Joliet
a canal town in spite of itself. Though much changed, to this day the waterway divides the city, and frazzles
the nerves of its motorists when tows and barges block east-west traffic with raised bridges. Though four
railroads and one Interstate Highway cross the town, the waterway dominates it.

Fifty miles west of Joliet is Ottawa, like Joliet, a county seat. This town was laid out originally in 1830
by the same surveyor as Chicago. The original town, like Chicago, had a public square in the center of the plot.
In Ottawa the court house is located there and in Chicago's Public Square, the Cook County building. In 1836
as in Chicago, the Canal Commissioners were requested to redraw the original plot which was lost and to
certify it. Outside the original town, in 1837 the canal officials made additions that would make Ottawa a canal
town. They succeeded in supplying water power to their addition by a number of engineering arrangements.
The canal entered the town at a higher level than the town because it crossed the Fox River by means of an
aqueduct. In about the middle of the town a feeder from the Fox River entered the canal; also at that point a
south running Lateral canal moved south, then north, to flow into the Fox River at its mouth. The Lateral canal
had one lock with water power facilities.

There were also mills at a hydraulic basin where this Lateral canal ended and emptied into the Fox River.
This State addition had two public squares and two public landings on the Lateral canal. As Canal
Commissioner Thornton wrote in 1838:

“Strengthened and cultivated as her natural advantages now are, it is
admitted by all intelligent observers that Ottawa must soon become an
important manufacturing city, creating a vast amount of business for the
canal, defusing incalculable benefits through an extensive scope of country,
and remunerating the State, by increased value of property, more than three-
fold the amount of additional expenditures."33  

Besides this Lateral canal, a street was named ‘Post’ and another one ‘Paul’ after the duo that in 1824 first
mapped the canal route. Today the I. and M. Canal is dry in Ottawa; the Fox River feeder and the Lateral canal
are filled in, yet, the public squares are used as an open public square, and the old public landing is occupied
by a public library.
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The last town on the canal is La Salle. It, like Lockport, was to be a key town on the canal. It was not to
be principally a manufacturing town, but a canal port and a railroad link. The railroads were to be the Illinois
Central connecting the town to the northern part of the State and the southern part, and the Rock Island going
from La Salle west to the Mississippi. The town lies above the canal. On the canal were two locks in close
proximity that lowered the canal boats into a steamboat basin dug back from the Illinois River. From there
boats could be towed down to the Mississippi River. Between these two locks was a basin whose banks were
designed for warehouses so that goods could be moved to the railroads.34 The plan was that the railroad would
come down almost to the canal. Suffice it to say that when the Illinois Central and the Rock island were built,
they were not oriented to the canal at all. The streets of La Salle had names associated with the canal. There
was a Gooding Street, a Bucklin Street named after the canal engineer of 1834, a Wright Street named after
Judge B. Wright, the premier American canal engineer of the 1830s who did work on the I. and M. as an
advisor.

Besides these four towns, there were a number of other towns on the canal that subsequently disappeared.
The last town I want to consider is one of these vanished towns called “Des Plaines.”  It was not on the Illinois
and Michigan Canal, but it was close to it on the Calumet feeder near its mouth by Saganeski swamp north of
Lemont. The site was considered very valuable as it was believed in the 1830s and 40s that Indiana would build
an Erie and Michigan Canal which would connect with the Calumet River, and then boats from the I. and M.
Canal could connect via the Calumet Feeder to over 1,000 miles of canal in Indiana and Ohio.35 The town was
located on a piece of land that was created out of a swamp by diverting the channel of the Des Plaines River.
Its plot of 1840 is a square grid iron on a north-south axis cut in half by the Calumet Feeder. It is almost like
a railroad town. In any case, Indiana didn’t build the Erie and Michigan Canal and Des Plaines didn’t flourish.
It had disappeared by 1860.

Canal towns on the I. and M. Canal were laid out in practical ways to take advantage of the natural and
man-made amenities. There was no simple grid plan that could be put down anywhere, the only exception is
Des Plaines. The canal planners always paid attention to public uses when laying out these towns, all of them
had a public square. Besides being concerned about the way the towns were laid out, the canal engineers were
concerned about public access to the waterway. The idea always that great growth would occur tied to the
canal. If the growth didn’t occur, at least on the large scale originally conceived, nevertheless, these plans can
still be seen even when the canal has virtually disappeared.

FOOTNOTES

1. The picture is also called “Dedham Lock,” see p. 120, Clark, Kenneth: Looking at Pictures, Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, New York 1960.

2. Gage, John: Turner “Rain, Steam and Speed” The Great Western Railway, New York, 1972.

3. It was clear to early Illinois political leaders that a canal was differently structured economically than
a railroad. When Governor Duncan was in Congress, he argued that while the canal was publicly
owned by the State, the boats on it could be owned by even the smallest farmer, and hence it could not
be a monopoly. The railroad was structured so that road and the rolling stock were jointly owned by
the railroad, and hence it was inherently monopolistic.  In 1840 the Canal Commissioner Fry argued
the same against those who even then were proposing a railroad instead of a canal.
See – “Report of the Committee on Canal and Canal Lands” Report No. 546, 53rd Congress, First
Session, House of Representatives, June 23, 1834.
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“Report of the Committee on Canal and Canal Lands,” Report of the Canal Commissioners of Illinois
to Governor John R. Tanner, December 1, 1900, Springfield, 1901, p. 192.

4. Kimmerly, David, The Creation of a Canal Landscape:  The Impact of the Hocking Canal on
Settlement of the Hocking River Valley, 1840-1870.  Unpublished Masters Thesis, Ohio University,
Oxford, Ohio, 1983.

5. In the 1830 auction lots in Chicago sold for $4362 and those in Ottawa for $183; more was obtained
from land sales than town lot sales.
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“Main Street Along the Illinois and Michigan Canal.”  American Canals.  Bulletin of the American Canal Society
February, 1989.



Seeing the Land. (April 2-May 22, 1989). Lewis University, Romeoville, 1989. 
 
 

 
Note: Numbering irregularities found in the original document have been corrected in this compilation with 
the author’s permission.  Landscapes not included due to size or copyright restrictions may be seen in the 
Canal and Regional History Special Collection at Lewis University.  
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The collection of landscapes and maps relating to the 
Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor 
will help the viewer understand the historic development 
of the corridor which runs from Lake Michigan at 
Chicago to the Illinois River at Peru, 100 miles southwest 
of the lake. The maps and the landscapes also complement 
each other, as both focus as much on the built or man-
made landscape as on the natural or wild landscape before 
the white man came. 

 
As the United States moved west after the American 
Revolution, it moved into the wilderness, a wild natural area 
untouched by the white man.  But when the prairies were 
encountered in Illinois, the descriptive simile most frequently 
used by early travelers was that of a garden with grass, trees 
and flowers interspersed over the flat landscape.  It seemed 
destined for human habitation, designed by human hands.  
Mount Joliet, for example, appeared to early travelers to be a 
work of man rather than of nature.  So the corridor was never 
seen as a wilderness to be tamed by the hand of man, but 
rather as land ready for cultivation.  Schoolcraft in his 
remarks quoted elsewhere sees Mount Joliet as a natural and 
ideal place for a private mansion. 

 
The earliest maps, as well as the earliest landscapes, focus on 
the human aspect.  The Indians in Inman’s work dominate 
Mount Joliet, and the earliest maps make much of the human 
presence known, whether Native Americans or white settlers.  
None of the landscapes portray nature raw and wild, but all of 
the portrayals include man’s buildings and structures. 

 
The maps of course approach the landscapes as a two 
dimensional surface seen from above, while the artists render a 
three dimensional world.  The way they portray the area in 
this exhibit is their joint emphasis upon the built environment, 
and how it fits into the natural setting.  No purely natural 
landscapes exist. 

 
The other facet of the exhibit focuses on the way the landscape 
has changed over the 160 years covered by this material.  The 
land has changed from a natural garden to an urban and 
industrial corridor.  This story is important and essential in 
understanding the present landscape of the Corridor.  
Settlement brought this about in 1836.   
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The Corps (or team surveying and mapping the Illinois and 
Michigan Canal whose construction began that year) report in 
their journal… “July 3, 1836, The Corps lay at Juliet (Joliet) 
this day, and a part of the Corps attended the Presbyterian 
meeting held in the new tavern on the East side of the river.  
Monday July 4, the Corps decamped this morning and moved 
up to the summit lock on Runion’s townsite (Lockport) near an 
excellent spring where we pitched our camp.  The celebration 
of the American Independence was held at Juliet, the liberty 
pole was raised last evening, and several gun[s] discharged.” 
(Compass Book of the Illinois and Michigan Canal No. 10, 
1836:  State Archives, Springfield).  Then the territory was 
called the western frontier. 

 
Fifty-two years later, another surveying party found a 
much different environment.  “Monday, October 1, 1888. 
Left Chicago with party at 9 A.M. and arrived at camp 
near Lockport at 11 A.M.  In the afternoon commenced 
work at the upper dam at Joliet (the dam at Jackson 
Street) very windy and dense smoke from the rolling mills 
delayed work.” (The rolling mills were the steel mills as 
depicted by Adele Fay Williams)…. (Note Book 46, 
Survey of Waterway, L. L. Wheeler, Ass’t in Charge.  
Journal Sept. 28 to Nov. 30, 1888, Miscellaneous D No. 46 
National Archives, Chicago). 

 
One purpose of the exhibit is to promote the beauty of the 
Corridor so that the landscape of the Corridor can be seen as a 
unique environment shaped by nature and man not as 
familiar, uninteresting part of every day.  Since much of the 
Corridor’s past is preserved in that environment, with an open 
mind we can work for continuation, despite the changes that 
circumstances force on us. 

 
The dense smoke of the steel mill is gone, but the steel mill 
remains an important part of the heritage of the landscape. 
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Map Of That Part Of  
The State Of Illinois  
Through Which It Is  
Contemplated To  
Construct A Canal 
Map by Justus Post and Rene Paul, 1823 
 
 

This map was a result was a result of a survey of Colonel 
Justus Post and Rene Paul, a French map-maker in East St. 
Louis.  The map obviously is the work of Rene Paul as certain 
key landmarks are identified by their French name, as they 
were originally named by the French in the 17th and 18th 
Centuries.  This map was made to comply with a Federal 
Charter grant of land in 1822, which stipulated that the land to 
build a canal would be given to the state only if it supplied a 
map indicating the route of the canal by 1825. 

  
In reference to landmarks indicated on this map (whose names 
were as the French named them), one was Joliet Mound or 
Mount Joliet which an 18th Century map maker Hutchinson 
had called Juliet, as did other English and American travelers 
and explorers.  So firmly was that name of Juliet attached to 
this natural mound that when the town was started near it that 
too, was called Juliet.  It was not until the 1840s that both the 
mound and the town reverted to the original name of Joliet.  
An island in the Des Plaines River (located at 135th Street) was 
named by the French “Isle a [la] Cache”, but was called 
“hidden island” by the 18th Century mapmakers.  In both cases 
this map calls the two landmarks Mount Joliet and Isle a 
[la]Cache.  In the Chicago area the body of water that could 
connect the Des Plaines River in high water to the Chicago 
River, forming the Chicago Portage, was called by the 
Americans “Mud Lake” (the original French name was “Oak 
Point Lake”, which is used in the Post and Paul Map).  This 
use of French names, sometimes in the original and sometimes 
translated, indicated that Paul was acquainted with the French 
Voyagers who used the waterway and were still in the fur 
trade.  It also should be noted that the party of surveyors hired 
Louis Chevalier as a translator and rod man.  Schoolcraft in 
his book notes that he received some information on the 
proposed canal route from these surveyors. 

 
This is the first extensive survey of a large section of northern 
Illinois.  The survey laid out all the land between the 
boundaries of the Indian Treaty Session of 1816.   
 



 
Five possible routes are indicated, none of which were used 
when the canal was built.  This map is a copy of the original 
printed in 1900 by the Canal Commissioners for their 1900 
report.  In the report published with the map it is noted that 
the Illinois River would be a vital link for the army, and that it 
was very navigable, having at least two foot depth, better than 
the Ohio River above Cincinnati.  Stansbury proposed to keep 
the river open by dredging rather than constructing locks and 
dams, but this advice was not followed and in the 1870s, two 
sets of locks and dams were built by the State on the Illinois 
River at Henry and Copperas Creek. 

M1 
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Geographical, Statistical  
And Historical Map of Illinois 
Carey and Lea Atlas of 1823 
 

This was one of the maps in the important Carey and Lea 
American Atlas published in 1823.  It not only had a map for 
each state but bordered it with extensive nature.  The map of 
Illinois was done by J. Yeager. 

 
This map indicates that at an early date, before the first survey 
of Post and Paul was completed, the proposed Canal was a 
very important feature in promoting the State.  However, the 
mapmakers thought the canal would only serve to connect the 
Chicago River and the Des Plaines River across the Chicago 
Portage.  This goes back to the original idea of Jolliet after he 
and Father Marquette crossed the portage in 1673.  In his 
report he suggested a canal to connect the two rivers that even 
in the dry season were only separated by 10 or so miles.  
However, a few years after that, La Salle poured cold water on 
the idea of a canal connecting the two rivers as the Des Plaines 
he noted was so shallow that navigating with an unloaded 
canoe was difficult most of the year.  It was only after the Des 
Plaines [River] joins the Kankakee [River], about 50 miles 
southwest of Chicago, to form the Illinois [River], that 
navigation by a canoe was possible.  The Illinois River was not 
really navigable by [s]teamboats above the La Salle-Peru point. 
 It is interesting to note that Joliet, himself a mapmaker, was 
suggesting a canal at about the same time that the French 
Royal Canal of Languedo[c] was being built.    
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Map And Profile Of 
The Proposed Route 
For The Illinois And 
Michigan Canal 
J. R. Irwin, Lieutenant 
U. S. Army, 1834 
 
This map is the result of a survey which was done in 1830 by F. Harrison and B. Guion, and 
completed in 1831 by H. Belin, at least to a point about four miles above where the canal would 
terminate in 1848 when it was completed.  When this survey was made and when it was completed 
there was a great deal of pressure to build a railroad instead of a canal.  Hence this map was 
published in 1834 to show that the railroad would be impractical because it would cost more and 
carry less than the canal.  The Federal government would not give any financial assistance to the 
young state of Illinois, but it would give land and encouragement to the young, under-populated 
state on the frontier of early 19th century America.  The state would receive a substantial land grant 
and assistance in surveying for the project.  As this exhibit indicates, that assistance would continue 
through the 19th and 20th centuries.  This culminated in the 1930s when the Federal government, as 
a result of the Great Depression, would finish the Illinois Waterway, a project started by the State 
to provide deep navigation from Chicago to the Mississippi via the Illinois and Des Plaines rivers.  
That waterway opened in 1933.  [Note: A large version of this map can be seen in the Canal and 
Regional History Special Collection at Lewis University.] 
M3   
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Sketch of the Illinois River  
from its mouth to the 
termination of the Canal,  
surveyed under the direction 
of Howard Stansbury by George  
Smith and M. H. Stansbury, 
1837 
 
This map was submitted to the U. S. 
Senate in 1838, and shows the Illinois 
River between its mouth at the 
Mississippi [River] and point reached by 
the Illinois and Michigan Canal on its 
upper course.  It was based on a survey 
by Howard Stansbury of the U. S. Army 
Corps of Engineers and clearly marked 
such navigational hazards as sandbars.  
The river was a crucial part of the link 
between the Great Lakes and the Gulf [of 
Mexico], and after the construction of the 
canal, many of its boats had their home 
ports on it. 
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Cross Section Of The 
Canal Near La Salle 
Drawn by A. J. 
Mathewson in 1868 
 
Mathewson was the surveyor for the Illinois and Michigan Canal from 1840 until its 
completion in 1848.  He continued to work in that capacity until at least 1870.  He was also 
a map maker who surveyed and drew plats for numerous town developments in Illinois.  
He is undoubtedly the most important surveyor working on the Illinois and Michigan 
Canal during the construction phase.  He also made at least one Illinois state map or atlas.  
His mapping of the canal would probably give us considerable knowledge about the 
development along the Illinois and Michigan Canal if ever published.  They are mainly 
located in the State Archives in Springfield, Illinois.  This drawing of a cross section of the 
canal near La Salle was intended to indicate how the canal prism was affected by a coal 
mine near its banks which was evidently doing some dumping in the canal.  The coal mine 
depicted is Rawson’s photograph of La Salle and the Canal. 
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Survey Of The Waterway  
From Lake Michigan to La Salle 
1883 Map Of the Area From 
Channahon To Morris 
 
This is one of a series of maps for the survey of 1883, published by the government in 1890. 
The object was to encourage a project to substantially enlarge the canal by enlarging the 
locks so that large boats could go from Lake Michigan to the Illinois [River].  The survey 
was conducted by Captain W. L. Marshall of the Army Corps of Engineers.  The maps are 
very large the scale being one inch equals 600 feet.  The map was drawn by the Forbes 
Company of Boston.  There is but one section of this survey which has a number. 
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Proposed I. And M.  
Canal Parkway System 
1938 
 
By the 1930s the Illinois and Michigan Canal was no longer used except by a few 
recreational boats.  So it was proposed that it be used for recreational purposes.  This map 
is a sketch of the proposed parkway.  The canal was developed for recreational use with 
boat landings and picnic shelters by the Civilian Conservation Corps (C.C.C.), which also 
restored some of the locks. 
 
This is not like any of the other maps because it has few geographical details.  It was 
published in the Illinois Area Park Plan, Parkway and Recreational in 1938.  Ever since 
1920 there were proposals to convert the Illinois and Michigan Canal to recreational uses.  
In the 1930s the State determined under the direction of Governor Horner that one of its 
major projects in recreation would be the restoration of the Canal through Federal 
Programs created by the New Deal and specifically through the C.C.C.  The C.C.C. would 
rehabilitate the canal, restoring locks, building bridges, boat landings and picnic shelters 
throughout most of the canal.  Then the canal could be used for boating and hiking. 
 
During and after World War II most of the C.C.C.’s work was left to rot and fall apart, as 
the State did nothing for the recreational use of the canal.  However, beginning in the 
1970s, due to citizen action, more work was done, and in 1984 by Federal law the canal was 
declared part of the Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor.  It should be 
noted that in this map the natural features are almost obscured by the highways and towns. 
 It is obvious that a different form of transportation is beginning its steady path to 
domination.  The automobile and its highways have to pay very little regard to the 
topography they pass over. [Note: A large version of this map can be seen in the Canal and 
Regional History Special Collection at Lewis University.] 
M7 
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Adele Fay Williams 
1859-1937 
 

Adele Fay Williams was the daughter of a Joliet photographer 
William T. Fay.  She studied at the Art Institute in Chicago, 
the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts and the New York 
Students League.  In 1893, she went to Paris where she studied 
three years at the Colorossi Atellier.  Then she studied under 
Pisarro, the French Impressionist.  After doing some art work 
and writing in the east she returned to Joliet in 1916.  She 
wrote and did illustrations for the Joliet Herald News.  
Although she was active in and reported on various women’s 
clubs, her interest was in drawing places important in the 
history of the area and writing stories about them.  Living up 
to her artistic tradition she would come to work at the Herald 
News at eight in the morning one day, and four in the 
afternoon on the next.  She also frequented the cafes of Joliet, 
where she would give the cooks instructions on making her 
favorite dishes.   

 
Besides her work in Joliet she was the staff artist and critic for 
the Washington D. C. Times, Pittsburgh Spectator, Pittsburgh 
Gazette Times and the New York World.  She received prizes 
from the Illinois Society of Fine Arts, Pittsburgh Prize in 1913, 
and the Carnegie Institute first prize for pastels* 

 
*Sparks, Esther:  A Biographical Dictionary of Painters and 
Sculptors in Illinois 1808-1945:  A dissertation for the Doctor 
of Philosophy Degree in Fine Arts, Northwestern University, 
1972. 
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L1.  
 A drawing in ink and wash of the fire brick kilns at the General Refractory plant 
located formerly north of Joliet in Crest Hill between Highway [Route] 53 and the 
river. 

 
 
 
 



L2. A view of the steel mill or wire mill that was formerly located on the Illinois and  
 Michigan Canal as seen from across the river.  Steel production at this site       
started in the late 1860s and still continues though much is diminished. 
 

 
 
 
 

 206 



 

 207

L3. View of Joliet downtown looking east.  Although St. Mary’s Church dominates the  
 picture, the Rialto Square Theatre can also be seen.  This is an ink drawing. 

 



L4. “Highland Park with Red Mill in the Distance”, an ink drawing of the dam across  
 Hickory Creek in the present Pilcher Park. 
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De Witt S. Rawson 
 
This photographer operated in Peru, Illinois from 1857 to 1867.  Sometime between 1867 and 1868, 
he left Peru for parts unknown.  He apparently developed a number of photographic processes.  He 
used the wet plate process, which required immediate development.  In the photograph of the 
Illinois Central Bridge, the wagon used in this process can be seen on the road next to the canal.  He 
trained W. E. Bowman, an early photographer from Ottawa [Illinois], and for a short while was in 
partnership with Bowman.  The two photographs exhibited here were stereographs which when put 
in a stereopticon give the illusion of three dimensions.  They were part of a series he called “The 
Valley of the Illinois” from Rawson’s Stereoscopic Publishing House of Western Scenery in Peru.  
These two photographs are among the earliest of the canal.  They were made between 1864 and 
1867.  Rawson’s use of human figures in his landscapes is certainly distinctive.  In addition, he is 
one of the earliest landscape photographers in Illinois.  All in all a very significant early 
photographer, about whom little is known except during his 10 years in Peru.  [Rawson 
photographs are from the Library of Congress.] 
 

L.5 “Illinois Central R. R. Bridge at La Salle, is one of the longest structures of its kind in the 
world.  The Illinois and Michigan Canal Aqueduct and the Rock Island Bridge over the Little 
Vermillion River are also included in this view.”  This is Rawson’s title for this scenic view.  
Rawson is seated on the rocky promontory.  His wagon for developing is in the lower center of 
the picture along with some other people.  This is the same area as the cross section of the Canal 
done by Mathewson (Item M6) the coal mine is just beyond the Illinois Central Bridge.  



L6.  This view is of Split Rock, the tunnel of the Rock Island Railroad and the  
Illinois and Michigan Canal.  When the Canal was built this escarpment had to be 
split in two.  The canal was completed in 1848, and in 1853 the Rock Island and 
Pacific Railroad was built along the canal, and here it built the tunnel indicated in 
the photograph.  The tunnel is no longer used by the railroad. 
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Corabelle Rugger Young 
1865 – 1935 
 
Corabelle Young and her sister Jennie Rugger were both painters.  They were born in 
Galesburg, Illinois.  Corabelle Young attended Knox College where she was one of the first 
women students.  Both sisters shared a studio in Petoskey, Michigan, where they were able 
to paint their favorite subject, water scenes.  This is [picture of the Des Plaines River] is 
one painting of only two by Mrs. Young that survived.  This painting, which was done 
about 1910 is of Joliet, [Illinois] where the I. and M. Canal and the Des Plaines River were 
joined.  The view faces west and the church steeple is possibly St. Mary’s Nativity Church, 
located on Broadway Street.  The sunken canal boat is a canal grain boat.  Whether it was 
abandoned, or merely sunk to keep it watertight until needed is difficult to say.  When this 
picture was painted, commercial traffic was practically non-existent, but there were 
pleasure boats, as this watercolor indicates. 
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WILL COUNTY  
1873 ATLAS 
 

These three prints are from the Combination Atlas of Will County published by 
Thompson Bros. & Burr of Elgin, Illinois in 1873.  These county atlases with a 
multitude of lithographs were a common publication in the Midwest in the 1870s 
and 1880s.  Farmers, businessmen and home owners would pay to have their 
buildings depicted in a favorable light.  The main purpose of the book was to 
publish the land maps of each township, and plats of each town.  The subscribers 
offset the price of these expensive multi-colored maps by their payment that entitled 
them to have their properties depicted.  The prints were evidently lithographed 
from photographs by Charles Shaber & Co. Lithographic Company of Chicago.  
Very few of these prints are initialed, and they were mainly large ones of public 
facilities like the court house and the State Penitentiary in Joliet.  The stylized cows, 
horses, men and women were applied with liberal freedom to every scene, but 
structures and buildings were usually rendered quite accurately.  They give a view 
of the times based more on hope than reality.  Currier and Ives while 
sentimentalizing the rural scene, tried to be more realistic than these atlases.  

 
 

L8.  J. J. Fowse Farm 
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L9.  Walnut Hill Home 
 

 
 
 
L10.  George Spangler Farm 
 

 
 
 



Henry Inman 
1801 – 1846 
 
Mount Joliet was sketched by Henry Inman and engraved by Peter Maverick.  It was published in 
Henry Schoolcraft’s book on his travels in the Mississippi watershed.  Inman apparently 
accompanied Schoolcraft on the 1824 expedition and also sketched Starved Rock which was also 
engraved for Schoolcraft’s book. 
 
Mount Joliet was the only landmark named after the first white explorer in the area.  It appeared 
on maps of the 17th century.  It was also featured in maps made by Americans in the late 18th 
century which called it “Mount Juliet”.  The town of Joliet (originally called Juliet) was named 
after this well known feature.  Schoolcraft says of this vanished landmark... “The view from the 
eminence is charming and diversified.  The forests are all sufficiently near to serve as a relief to the 
prairies.  Clumps of oaks are scattered over the country.  The Lake Joliet (actually a widening of 
the Des Plaines River) about 15 miles long and about a quarter of a mile wide lies in front.  There is 
perhaps not a more noble and picturesque spot for a private mansion in all America.  Few persons 
will choose to pass it without feeling a conviction that it is a work of human hands.  (It was actually 
a glacial creation.)” p. 331 Schoolcraft, Henry R.: Travels in the Central Portion of the Mississippi 
Valley, New York 1825.  
 
In the 19th century Mount Joliet was mined for clay to make drainage tile.  All that remains is an 
historical marker.  The print in this exhibit is from a later work, which wrongly identifies the river 
as the Des Moines instead of the Des Plaines. 
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Jonathan Stickney 
McDonald 
1829 – 1916 
 
[Jonathan] McDonald was born in Liverpool, New York and came to Will County in 1837.  
He taught school for a while in Will County, and then in 1849 he joined the gold rush to 
California and returned with some wealth.  He opened a bank in Lockport which failed in 
1858-59.  With the coming of the Civil War he recruited a volunteer company from 
Lockport and was badly wounded in the Battle of Stone River. 
 
After returning from the war he worked as a cashier for a railroad company in Chicago 
from 1865 to 1870.  It was during this period that he began painting.  Only ten oil paintings 
and a small selection of drawings and botanical sketches have been located.  While this is a 
small number they depict a wide range of subject matter, including the landscapes in this 
exhibit, group and single portraits and a curious metaphysical diagram. 
 
McDonald after 1870 started and ran a regional newspaper chain in Lockport until 1891.  
He also wrote a number of philosophical works in 1870, one entitled Vital Philosophy: A 
Survey of Substance and an Exposition of Natural Religion.  He was very interested in Neo-
Platonism of Hermes Trismegisties and in 1890, 1891, and 1893 he wrote three volumes 
entitled Hermetic Philosophy under his journalistic pseudonym “Styx”.  The two oil 
landscapes in this exhibit are of Lockport, both looking west across Des Plaines Valley 
from Lockport.  Although they could be called folk art they are indicate a degree of 
training, as well as keen observation.  He accurately depicts the buildings of Lockport and 
the surrounding landscape as it was about 1880.  The paintings also have a strange 
intangible quality that makes them very interesting.  Both L12 and L13 can be seen in the 
Canal and Regional History Special Collection at Lewis University.  L12 is also available 
for viewing at http://imcanal.lewisu.edu 
 
L12.  A view of Lockport’s main street, probably from McDonald’s office on State Street that 
includes an awkwardly rendered horse, the Norton Warehouse, and a view of the valley west of the 
Des Plaines River.   
 
L13.  View from a vantage point a few blocks south of L16, again looking west across the 
river to the western valley rim.  What objects are in the foreground is difficult to say.  They 
serve to make the paintings very intriguing.  
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John Culik 
1926 – 
 

John Culik was born in Joliet and still resides there.  He 
received his art education at the School of the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston.  His productive career has been principally 
dedicated to print making.  These have covered a wide range of 
subjects, some of the most significant have been views of Joliet 
streets, the waterway and farms in the Joliet area.  Besides the 
general landscapes, such as in this exhibit, he has done prints 
of leaves, trees and many other natural objects.  His mastery of 
a wide range of the print media is not as well indicated by this 
selection of engravings.  These engravings indicate his ability 
in handling the landscape in a manner reminiscent of 
Rembrandt, but of course Culick has an excellent eye for those 
unique features of Illinois landscape, particularly his native 
city Joliet.  [Culik drawings are not reproduced here due to 
potential copyright restrictions.  The drawings can be seen at 
the Canal and Regional History Special Collection at Lewis 
University.] 

 
L14.  Drawing of the Joliet Waterway:  This drawing was 
made in the early 1960s as the Old Will County Court House 
can be seen. 

 
L15.  “View of Joliet” (1970).  This engraving was drawn on 
the plate on the site. 

 
L16.  “The Old Homestead” (1973).  

 
L17.  “Mitchell’s Place” (1973).  This print and #16 above “The 
Old Homestead (1973) stand in marked contrast to the idyllic 
scenes depicted in the lithographs from the 1873 Will County 
Atlas, however they are a more true and more artistic picture. 
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Traveling by Water Across Illinois
from the 17th Century to the 20th Century

John M. Lamb

The rivers have been, since the Europeans first touched these shores, a path to the interior, a reminder
of Europe and a gate to the wilderness. But with settlement and development, different concepts of the river
began to emerge, and it was shunted to the background except insofar as it can be used for transportation.
In order to better serve that end, it had to be manipulated, dammed, locked, leveled and controlled.

In 1602 James Rosier sailed up what was apparently the St. George River in Maine and described it as
“...the most rich, beautiful, large and secure harboring river that the world affordth.” He went on to say that
“...on its banks was good ground pleasant and fertile, ...fit for pasture through which it flowed.” There was
power for mills and “...branching streams...whereby is afforded an unspeakable profit by the conveniency
of transportation from place to place...and by shipping to bring in all traffic of merchandise, a benefit always
accounted the richest treasury to any land.” He compared it to the Thames, the Seine, the Bordeaux and the
Loire.1

I want to examine a river in the interior of America which was seen by its earliest European viewers as
a waterway to adventure and the exploitation of the interior of America. This river was the Illinois, which
for over three hundred years has been seen as many different things and had expanded and receded in the
consciousness of the inhabitants on its banks accordingly.

The Illinois River begins about forty miles southwest of Lake Michigan and Chicago where two rivers
unite and empty into the Mississippi above the mouth of the Missouri. One of these two rivers is the Des
Plaines that rises in Wisconsin and flows south to within about fifteen miles of the southwest shore of Lake
Michigan. The other is the Kankakee that rises near South Bend, Indiana. I want to examine the Illinois and
the Des Plaines as one river. Also, as part of that river system, I want to examine the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, which formerly connected Lake Michigan at Chicago to the Illinois at La Salle. It was built parallel
to the Des Plaines and the Illinois and even used the former’s bed at Joliet. This paper proposes to examine
the various views of this natural and man-made inland waterway from the view of those who sailed its
surface, as well as those who examined it from the shores.

The first Europeans to see the Illinois were Jolliet and Marquette who, in 1673 after traveling down the
Mississippi as far as the Arkansas, returned via the Illinois and the Des Plaines and crossed the Chicago
Portage to the Chicago River and Lake Michigan into which it emptied. It is remarkable how Jolliet’s view
of the Illinois mirrors James Rosier’s view of a river hundreds of miles away and seventy-one years earlier.
Jolliet observes:

“The river which we named St. Louis [the Illinois] which rises near the
lower end of Lake Michigan, seemed to me the most beautiful and most
suitable for settlement. The place at which we entered the lake [Lake
Michigan] is a harbor, very convenient for receiving vessels and sheltering
them from the wind. The river is wide and deep abounding in catfish and
sturgeon. Game is abundant there; oxen [buffalo], cows, stag, does and
turkeys are found there in greater numbers than elsewhere....

“A settler would not spend ten years in cutting down and burning the trees;
on the very day of his arrival he could put his plow into the ground. And if



220

he had no oxen from France, he could use those of this country, or even the
animals possessed by the western savages, on which they ride as we do on
horses.”2 

Jolliet also felt it would be easy to dig a short canal between the Chicago River and the Des Plaines so
that boats could easily travel from Lake Erie to the Gulf of Mexico. He seemed also interested in encouraging
settlement in the “Illinois Country” as it was called.

Around 1695 another Frenchman, De Gannis, waxes lyrically as he describes the Illinois and its shores.

“Here [after the Des Plaines and the Kankakee join] you begin to see the
beauty of this country both for the soil, which yields beautifully, and for the
abundance of animals, you see places on one side that are unwooded
prairies requiring only to be turned over by the plow, and on the other side
spreading half a league, and the same on the other side spreading half a
league as can be seen from your boat. Afterwards you find a virgin forest
on both sides, consisting of tender walnuts, ash, whitewood, norway maple,
cottonwood, a few maples and grass taller than a man. More than an arpent
in the woods you find marshes which in autumn and spring are full of
bustards, swans, duck, cranes, and teals. Ten steps further on are the hills
covered with woods extending about an eighth of a league from which the
prairies are of extraordinary extent."3 

The Frenchman who would try to really exploit the Illinois Country was La Salle. In 1680 he entered the
area, and despite consistent setbacks, sought to develop trade and bring in settlers, in the end to no avail. In
1680 he built a fort at Peoria called Fort Crevecoeur. He then left it under the direction of his lieutenant, de
Tonty. At the fort under Tonty’s direction, La Salle’s men went about building a large vessel to carry goods
down the Illinois to the Mississippi and the Gulf of Mexico. The goods were furs mainly, as La Salle had
gathered the Illinois Indians into his plans. However, the Iroquois were equally anxious to control the furs
from this area. They moved into the area from the east and successfully attacked the Illini. De Tonty, while
out searching for a better place for a fort, learned that the party remaining at Fort Crevecoeur had mutinied
and burned the fort. When La Salle returned to the site of the Fort, he passed a number of Illini camps
destroyed by the Iroquois. He found the fort ruined and on the boat, half completed, his former employees
had written, “Nous somme tous savages” before disappearing forever into the wilderness.4 There was by the
frontier river a path to the heart of darkness as well as the sylvan scene described by Jolliet.

In 1683 a party of Frenchmen traveled from Montreal to the new fort that La Salle had Tonty build atop
the rock on the Illinois, now called Starved Rock. The fort was called St. Louis. This party ran into trouble
above the fort. They reported their adventures in 1684.

“To our surprise after two hours we saw 200 Iroquois waiting for us at a
rapids; there was no chance to defend ourselves, so we resolved to cross to
the other side of the river and use our canoes and trade goods to fortify our
position....

“All this was in vain, because sixty of them jumped into the rapids, yelling
‘Don’t be afraid, we are your brothers, we want to negotiate with you.’ We
answered that we were going to stop after the rapids to talk to them; our
intention however was to go beyond to a little island that was extremely
advantageous for our defense. But the sixty men having stopped our canoes
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in the middle of the rapids, began to caress us saying, ‘Don’t be afraid we
want to negotiate.’

“The rest of our people seeing that we had been stopped, came immediately
to see what was going on, but as soon as they arrived the Iroquois stopped
them yelling, ‘Don’t’ be afraid we are your brothers, we only want to
negotiate with you.’

“In the meantime they confiscated our arms and they brought us and the
seven canoes on land where they pillaged our trade goods and our canoes,
unwilling to listen to any reason even though we showed them the general’s
letter which they tore up with contempt.

“Having asked why they treated us in such a manner, and why they pillaged
our merchandise they replied, “What are you looking for here? This is our
land.  Don’t you know that?” We told them that they were not treating us
as brothers, and that they had lied to us when they said we should not be
afraid. They answered proudly that they had no ears to hear us, that our
words were arrogant, and that in a word, we should stop talking. When we
asked what they wanted to do with us they said that we were their slaves
and that their intention was to bring us to their land. They kept us nine days
walking on land on the side of Fort St. Louis escorted by 150 while the rest
of them were in our canoes with our merchandize.”

Eventually the Frenchmen were let go at the Chicago River with no supplies and one gun. They were
rescued by some friendly Mascoutin Indians.5

One of the important links in this river system was the nine-to-ten miles of wet prairie that separated the
Des Plaines from the Chicago River called the Chicago Portage. It was here that Jolliet proposed digging a
canal to connect the Great Lakes to the Mississippi. In 1682 La Salle wrote of this area:

“One goes to Lake Michigan by a channel formed by the junction of several
small streams or gullies of the prairie. It [Chicago River] is navigable about
two leagues to the edge of the prairie. Beyond this at a quarter of a league
distant toward the west there is a little lake [Mud Lake] a league and a half
in length which is divided in two by a beaver dam. From this lake issues a
little stream which after twining in and out among the rushes for half a
league falls into the Des Plaines, and from there into the river of the
Illinois. When this is full either from the great rains of summer or from the
floods of spring; it is discharged into this channel which leads to Lake
Michigan whose surface is seven feet lower.

“The river Des Plaines does the same when its channel is full. It discharges
by this little lake a part of its water into Lake Michigan; and at this time
should one make a little canal of a quarter of a league, says Jolliet, from the
Lake to the basin which leads into the Illinois River, ships could in summer
enter into the river and descend into the sea. This might happen in the
springtime but not in the summer, because there is not enough water in the
river as far down as Fort St. Louis where the navigation of the Illinois River
begins at this season and extends as far as the sea.
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“...Moreover the utility of a canal would not be very great, for I doubt when
everything should succeed, if a boat is overcome by the great flood which
the currents of the Des Plaines cause in the springtime. These are much
heavier than those on the Rhone.”6 

The knowledge of the existence of this portage integrated the new country United States because of the
possibility of a link enabling one to travel by water from the east to the Mississippi and the west. Around
1790 a map and description of the river were transcribed by a certain Lieut. Armstrong. Who actually drew
the map and made the notes is not clear. Whoever it was, however, saw the river flowing through green and
verdant fields.

“The river in general is about 60 yards broad and runs nearly Southwest,
there is not much winding, and the current is not strong until you arrive at
Isle de Cache, or hiding island, after which there are small rapids in diverse
places.... In this river flows a considerable quantity of wild rice, and in
some places the whole breadth of the river is full of it. On the river, on both
sides, are fine beautiful hills with a very easy ascent. Some of them have
wood and others more, which makes them appear at a distance like so many
beautiful country farms, the building excepted.”7

The two themes echoed by these travelers and subsequent visitors and residents were the twin
appreciation of the garden setting of the river and its valley and its commercial possibilities indicated first
by Jolliet's idea of a connecting canal. In the 19th century the knowledge and interest in the commercial
development of the Illinois connection between Lake Michigan and Mississippi intensified. However, the
sylvan viewpoint was also frequently expressed. In 1824 Henry Schoolcraft came through the area and
recorded his impression of a riverside landmark, Mount Jolliet. This glacier-formed mound tended to astound
visitors because it looked man made, which was noted by the French and subsequent visitors. Schoolcraft
writes of this landmark.

“The view from the eminence is charming and diversified. The forests are
all sufficiently near to serve as a relief to the prairies, clumps of oak are
scattered over the country. The Lake Jolliet [actually a widening of the Des
Plaines river at that point] is fifteen miles long and about a quarter of a mile
wide lies in front. There is perhaps not a more noble and picturesque spot
for a private mansion in all America. Few persons will pass it without
feeling it is the work of human hands.”8 

By the time Schoolcraft passed through, other visitors had written about this river system. But sometimes
the commentators give two almost completely different views. For example, views of the link or lack thereof
between the Des Plaines River and the Chicago were very different in the reports of two visitors in 1817 and
1818. Major Stephen Long was at Fort Dearborn at the mouth of the Chicago River in 1817. This is his
description of the Chicago Portage in the spring of 1817.

“In the flat prairie above mentioned there is a small lake about five miles
in length and six to thirty or forty yards in width, communicating both with
the river Des Plaines and the Chicago River by means of a kind of canal
which has been made partly by the current of water, and partly by the
French and Indians, for the purpose of getting boats across in that direction
in time of high waters. The distance from the river Des Plaines to the
Chicago River by this water course is about nine miles, through the greater
part of which there is more or less water, so the portage is seldom more
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than three miles in the driest season, but in the wet season boats pass and
repass with facility between the two rivers.”9 

One year later a young clerk working for the American Fur Company passed over the portage with a
company of voyageurs and traders. He recollected the experience some years later in his reminiscences.

“Mud Lake drained partly into the Aux Plains and partly through a narrow
crooked channel into the South Branch [of the Chicago River], and only in
the very wet weather was this sufficient water to float an empty boat. The
mud was very deep, and along the edge of the lake grew tall grass and
wildrice often reaching above a man’s head, and so strong and dense it was
almost impossible to walk through them.

“Our empty boats were pulled up the channel and in many places there was
no water.... When we reached the lake where we found mud thick and deep,
but only at rare intervals was there any water. Forked tree branches were
tied upon the ends of the boats’ poles, and these afforded a bearing on the
tussocks of grass and roots, which enabled the men in the boats to push to
some purpose.  Four men only remained in a boat and pushed with these
poles, while six or eight others waded in the mud alongside, and by united
efforts constantly jerking it along, so that from early dawn to dark we
succeeded only in passing a part of our boats to the Aux Plains outlet,
where we found the first hard ground....

“Those who waded through the mud frequently sank to their waist, and at
times had to cling to the boat to prevent going in over their heads; after
reaching the end and camping for the night came the task of ridding
themselves from the blood suckers.

“The lake was full of these abominable black plagues, and they stuck so
tight to the skin that they broke in pieces if force was used to remove them.

“Having rid ourselves of the blood suckers we were assailed by myriads of
mosquitoes that rendered sleep hopeless.”10 

By the 1840s there was a more intense interest in the Illinois River system as a way of developing the
Northern and Central part of the State, and helping the sod busters now coming into the area to take
advantage of the rich soil noticed by Jolliet in 1673. In 1836 construction was started on the Illinois and
Michigan Canal and although a variety of forces would slow its completion until 1848, construction acted
as a major magnet drawing both settlers and workers. By the 1840s steam travel on the Illinois River was an
important fact in both commerce and the perception of those who traveled on the river. In 1840, for example,
Eliza Steele took a steamboat from Peoria to Alton in her travels on the Western Frontier. Her impressions
of the river were similar to earlier travelers.

“The Illinois looks beautiful this afternoon. Its glassy water scarcely
moved, and it seemed so content with its sweet resting place; and at the
silent admiration of those stately trees, which were sending their cool
flickering shadows over her and gazing down at loveliness, that it would
fain linger upon its course, as some young languid beauty, conscious of a
graceful position which is winning admiring glances from every beholder....
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“We passed several towns today, as Liverpool, Havana, Beardstown – the
former small settlement, but which its inhabitants intend to make larger as
they have already a railroad in contemplation across the Mississippi....”

Ms. Steele also makes some observations on the boat itself. There were numerous signs around indicating
the proper etiquette for particularly the male passengers, such as, ‘no gentleman was to lie down on a berth
with his boots on, and none enter the ladies salon without permission from them.’ She notes, “We found in
the boat three indications of being near the south, liquors on the table, gambling in the gentlemen’s cabin,
and a black chambermaid slave to the captain.”11 

In 1851 another traveler on the Illinois describes with more detail and anxiety than Eliza Steele, the
vessel on which he embarked was not concerned with gambling and liquor, but the flimsy thing itself.

“A western steamboat is at first sight a novelty to one familiar only with
eastern models. The boats on western waters are very slightly built – mere
sheets of pine, shallow, long, narrow, flat bottomed, narrow open and
flaring in all sides.... There is no cabin either below deck or upon it.

“Huge flaming brands and coals are dropping continually upon the thinnest
possible sheeting of sheet-iron, in many places worn through to the plank;
heated pipes on which you cannot bear your hand, are in immediate contact
with boards as dry as tinder, and perhaps already charred; goods you know
not how inflammable, are strewn promiscuously around the boilers, while
huge piles of dry pinewood waiting to be consumed are crowded in the
vicinity of the fires.... However there is nothing like getting used to it, and
I learned to sleep quite soundly....

“The scenery of the Illinois river is rather low and monotonous, but
sufficiently picturesque to arrest the eye of a stranger. It savored of the
romantic to sail at times through the trees -- the water spreading indefinitely
among the trees -- and in the middle of the stream to bring up at the second
story of a house that seemed to say ‘for freight or passage apply within.’
Peoria is the most beautiful town on the river.”12

Travel on the Illinois and Michigan Canal after 1848 was not by steam. Boats were towed by horses or
mules pulling a towline attached to the boat as they walked or trotted along the towpath. This, like other
means of travel, had its inconveniences, as a British Army Officer named Cunyngham notes in 1853,
particularly at night.

Into the berths we were ordered to get; and after some difficulty, especially
amongst those to whom this method of traveling was new, we obeyed....

“I soon became insensible to the uncomfortable position which I occupied,
although only six inches above my face a tremendous man threatened every
moment to burst through the sacking which supported him, and had the
cords given way, I felt I must have been squeezed as flat as a pancake.

“With so many passengers in so confined a space, no wonder on the
following morning I should awake with a severe headache, the effect of the
heated nauseous vapours [sic] that surrounded us....
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“At early dawn I contrived to slide off my shelf and effected my ablution
on a bucket on deck, before any of my fellow passengers had taken
themselves down.

“From Ottawa to La Salle is a distance of about 20 miles, rocky islands
occasionally present themselves, now surrounded by fertile prairie and
cornfields. These islands in the plain much resembled some I had seen in
China, within the Yang-tse-kiang-River....”13

Passenger travel declined on the Illinois River after the coming of the railroads in the 1850s. The
completion of the Rock Island railroad in 1853 destroyed the passenger business on the Illinois and Michigan
Canal. However, freight traffic continued to ply the waters. One of the canal boat captains recalled how he
started out on the canal in the 1880s as a mule boy.

“I drove mules along the towpath, three, four or five mules. I was thirteen
or fourteen; these old mules you had to know their language. From
Lockport down you’d need three or four mules, hung in tandem, one behind
the other, you know. The towrope, we called it the towline, reached back
to the barge abut 300-350 feet, you know. A man on the barge had to steer
that barge, but the mules (they had them trained) they’d walk along the
towpath as nice as you please.

“You’d walk or ride. The back mule we called the saddle mule, and that
had a saddle on, you could get on and ride or walk – whatever you wanted
to do.”14 

Capt. Schuler recalled that the mule boy worked from sunup to sundown with no relief. Another view
of life on the canal was that expressed by a juvenile boy’s author of the 1920s and 1930s, Leo Edwards, in
a series called Jerry Todd. Much of the action takes place in Utica, Edward’s home town, which he called
‘Tutter’ and on the canal. The attitude toward the waterway is very similar to that of Tom Sawyer and Huck
Finn, a boy’s adventure on a waterway apart from the adult world. In Jerry Todd and the Oak Island
Treasure the adventure revolves around an old canal boat and the summer spent on it.

“Coming to the small wide waterways, halfway between Tutter and Ashton
[Utica and Ottawa] we anchored the scow close to the right hand wooded
shore, putting out the required lights. Then we turned in.

“Just before I dozed off I heard a big fish flop close to the boat. It must
have been a big carp. Then a screech owl settled on a limb directly over the
boat and told us in mournful plaintive hoots, what it thought of us. There
were a thousand fire flies in the air. The night was wonderfully still. I filled
my lungs with the cool air, wouldn’t it be fine I thought, if I could always
live like this, and never again have to sleep in a stuffy bed room.

“Peg was the first one up the following morning. We heard him give a yell,
which was followed by a large splash.
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“ ‘Come in, you sleepy eyed bums,’ he shrieked, splashing around in the
water.

“ ‘Next,’ I shouted, showing off my underwear.”15 

Leo Edwards’ imagination looks backward. It is doubtful if this aquatic adventure took place in the 20th

century. Edwards undoubtedly wrote from memories of his 19th century boyhood. A more thoroughly modern
look at the Illinois and Michigan Canal or perhaps a look imbued with visions of progress occurs in a 1905
promotional pamphlet for Lockport. The concluding chapter is on “Possibilities of Lockport.”

“When one looks upon the long vista of years that have elapsed since
Lockport was evolved from the primeval forest [at most 75 years] of the
region it seems almost incredible that Lockport has not progressed more
rapidly. When you think of the beautiful hills and high bluffs on which the
town is located, it would seem an ideal spot for a modern town. But there
are several reasons why people have not cared to locate here, chief among
which is the Illinois and Michigan Canal. The disagreeable odor has been
widely talked of as a menace to health.... Think what a great boulevard
could be made from the old channel; it could be filled up and
macadamized! One could come down from Chicago, with nothing to bar the
way. It is possible that such may be the case.”16 

In fact the voracious automobile would devour part of the old canal, as its bed was used in the Chicago
area to build the Stevenson Expressway, or I-55. By the 1950s the old canal was either a place to build a
highway on, or an historic site to take in on a Sunday drive.

By the latter half of the 19th century there was a great push to enlarge the canal and raise the level of the
Illinois River so that boats or larger tonnage could use this waterway. The argument for this was first of all
military, based upon the presumed threat of a potential British control of the Great Lakes. Commerce took
second place to a military need as far as those who appealed to Congress were concerned. In 1867 after
making a survey of the river and canal for the purpose of raising the level by means of a series of locks and
dams, General Wilson appealed to Congress to support the project giving this reason:

“The recent confederation of the British American provinces shows the
anxiety felt by the English government in this behalf, and must be regarded
as a movement in hostility to the people and institutions of the United
States. While it does not actually increase the aggregate British strength on
our northern frontier, nor in any way encroach on our territorial rights it
consolidates the policy in regard to canals, as well as other matters, and
reorders available the entire force of those provinces in any difficulties
which may arise between England and the United States.

“The government must either connect the lakes and the Mississippi River
by a Canal of sufficient capacity to accommodate gunboats suitable for
service on the lakes, or prepare for the annexation or conquest of Canada.
[emphasis in original] 17 

Although Congress did not see fit to follow the General's advise to conquer or construct, the State of
Illinois did in the 1920s begin construction of what would become the Illinois Waterway. This waterway by
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means of a series of locks and dams, and a large influx of water from Lake Michigan, maintains an eight-foot
depth and large capacity locks from Chicago to the Mississippi.

But this waterway was not regarded as an aquatic wonderland sheltered by trees and peacefully languid.
In 1950 in his autobiographical novel A Stretch of the River, Richard Bissell has all the action taking place
on the Upper Mississippi, but a drowned barge worker reminisces from his muddy grave about his
experiences of the Illinois Waterway.

“After that I went over to the Illinois again on the Marcin T., quite a
comedown after the big Mack, and we messed with them ice cakes all
winter and punched a hole in her bottom at Marseilles, and all got off but
the mess boy – when they raised her they found the poor bastard down in
the hole. Looking for some soap powder I suppose when she went down.
And we used to go over there to the “Ace of Clubs” by the landing in Joliet,
and play the juke box and get lit up, and go out in a cab to the whorehouses
when we got a chance, and then two months on the little Mortimer Jones in
the drainage canal and a few trips down the Sag to South Chicago with one
load at a time; that run gets awful old awful quick.”18

And finally the modern poet of the industrial mid-west locates the waterways in a completely industrial
setting. Carl Sandburg in his poem Joliet contrasts the present industrial scene with a pre-historic glacial
grinding and tearing free. No sylvan peace here.

Joliet
On the one hand the steelworks

On the other hand the penitentiary
Santa Fe trains and Alton trains
Between smokestacks on the west

And grey walls on the east
And Lockport down the river

Part of the valley is God’s
And part is man’s

The river course laid out
A thousand years ago

The canal ten years back

The sun on two canals and on river
Makes three stripes of silver

Or copper or gold
Or shattered sun flower leaves

Talons of an iceberg
Scraped out this valley

Claws of an avalanche loosed her.
(Cornhuskers 1917)

Finally, what do these various views over three centuries add up to?  They are changing views of a
waterway as the river itself changed. It was first recorded as a romantic ribbon wandering through the prairies
and woodlands. Seen as almost settled, a sylvan wonderland with rich soil and wooded hills, was suitable
for commerce and agriculture, a road carrying promise or a threat.  However, eventually the river was tamed,
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canalized, although it was never a wild river as its descent was always moderate, still the Illinois was unique
in itself. In the 19th and 20th centuries it became less and less a carrier of goods and people, and more a carrier
of sewage pumped into it by Chicago, less-and-less romantic as traveling on it ‘got awful old, awful quick.’
Although the river would not be that pristine carrier of the visions of promise or the vision of ruin, except
in the boyish imagination, it still maintains echoes of that which certainly must to some extent be awakened
in the minds of the multitude of recreational boaters who currently tear around on its surface, as well as in
the mind of the commercial boatmen themselves who still ply it with large tows of heavy commodities.

But to those 17th, 18th and 19th century travelers, the rivers were ‘America.’  The steamboat and, to a
lesser extent, the canal boat conveyed romance before Hollywood canonized the cowboy as the quintessential
American heroic figure. And as a result, the western landscape eclipsed the river as the setting for the
adventure of America.
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The Architecture of Punishment: 

Jeremy Bentham, Michael Foucalt and  
the Construction of Stateville Penitentiary, Illinois 

 
By John M. Lamb 

 
Until the late 18th century the concept of the modern prison or penitentiary did not exist.  The prisons 

were simply holding places where felons were confined before trial or punishment, and debtors before paying 
their debt.  Inside these prisons the prisoners mingled together; the worst were chained to a wall or were 
confined to a dungeon.  After sentencing they were executed, transported to America or Australia, sent to 
galleys, or, in England, sent to work houses. 
 

In the 18th century this system came under attack by reformers such as John Howard.1   Howard wrote 
that the prisons were centers of vice and disease uncontrolled by the jailers who were paid by the prisoners, or 
rather extorted their pay from the prisoners.  Things were so bad that Jail Fever spread from the prisoners in 
the dock to the judges, several of whom died in 1750.  Howard led the way in prison reform, having learned a 
great deal about prisons from his conscientious supervision of the prison in his country.  He demanded that 
new and better prisons be built that would help to reform and control the miscreants. 
 

In the late 18th century Jeremy Bentham,2  the philosopher, put forth his idea about prison architecture. 
 He enthusiastically adopted an idea developed by his brother, Samuel.  Samuel had built a factory in Russia 
that was circular so that the foreman could at all times observe and correct the unskilled Russian shipyard 
workers.  Jeremy expanded on this as the ideal architecture for buildings where people were confined, besides 
factories, such as hospitals, prisons and schools.  He called this type of building a “Panoptican”  (all seeing).  
His enthusiasm for the beneficial effects of this disciplinary architecture seems unlimited.  His praise is 
unstinting in his work, The Panoptican; or the Inspection-House. 
 

“To say all in one word, it will be found applicable, I think, without 
exception to all establishments whatever, in which, within a space not too 
large to be covered or commanded by buildings, a number of persons are 
meant to be kept under inspection.  No matter how different, or even 
opposite the purpose....”3 

 
Then he goes on to expand on the principle’s usefulness... 

 
“What would you say, if by the gradual adoption and diverse application of 
this single principle [i.e., the Panoptican], you should see a new scene of 
things spread itself over the face of civilized society?  - Morals reformed, 
health preserved, industry invigorated, instruction diffused, public burdens 
lightened, economy seated as it were upon a rock, the Gordian knot of the 
Poor-laws not cut but untied-all by a simple Idea of Architecture.”4 

 

Bentham devotes the longest chapter in the book to the use of this circular building with an all- seeing 
inspector for schools.  Since to Bentham the end of social reform is that one should be able to pursue 
happiness, he retorts to those who would criticize the use of the Panoptican for schools because it would make 
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the children monks, soldiers or machines, that  ”...it would be necessary to recur at once to the end of 
education - would happiness be most likely to be increased or diminished by this discipline?  Call them 
soldiers, call them monks, call them machines, so they were happy ones I should not care.”5

 
But it was to prisons or penitentiaries that Bentham sought most earnestly to apply this principle.  He 

set out in a twenty-year effort, beginning in 1791, to persuade the English government to back the 
construction of a Panoptican.  He would be in control, as Edmund Burke said “like a spider in the middle of a 
web,” of a profit-making prison.  The profit would come from the work of the prisoners, and to insure the 
honesty of the operation and to check abuse, it would always be open to inspection.  The prisoners would be 
watched by the guards, the guards by the superintendent, and the superintendent by the public.  As he says... 
 

“You see, I take it for granted, as a matter of course, that under the 
necessary regulations for preventing interruption and disturbance, the doors 
of the establishment ought to be thrown wide open to the body of the 
curious at large:  - the great open committee of the tribunal of the world.”6

 
Bentham’s proposal for a profit-making prison system was eventually in 1820 rejected by Parliament. 

 However, the architectural idea of a circular cell block which embodied the principle of constant inspection 
was a very influential concept of prison construction in the early 19th century.  It should also be noted that 
Bentham was not merely pushing an idea:  he saw his Panoptican as using new materials such as cast iron that 
would make the structure lighter.7  He also envisaged the use of more glass, central heating and a system or 
forced air ventilation so that the environment would be healthy, and though the prisoners would be engaged in 
productive labor all day, the mortality rate would be no higher than that of the outside world.8 

 
But the central point of the system was as Bentham notes... 

“You will observe, that, though perhaps, it is the most important point that 
the person to be inspected should always feel themselves as if under 
inspection, at least as standing a great chance of being so, yet it is not by 
any means the only one...what is also important is, that for the greatest 
portion of time possible, each man should actually be under inspection.”9  

 
Bentham felt that this constant observation would effect a reformation of the Prisoner.  The 

architecture, would in collaboration with the prison directors, achieve this end.  He listed purposes that the 
Panoptican would achieve. 
 

1. Example, or the prevention by terror of example from the commission of similar offenses 
2. Good behavior of the prisoners 
3. Preservation of decency 
4. Prevention of undue hardship 
5. Preservation of health, and the degree of cleanliness necessary to that end 
6. Security against fire 
7. Safe custody 
8. Provision for future subsistence that is for the subsistence of the prisoners after the term of 

their punishment has expired 
9. Provision for their future good behavior 
10. Provision for religious instructions 
11. Provision for comfort 
12. Observance of economy 
13. Maintenance of subordination.10 
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The Panoptican and its concept of function were popular theories in the early 19th century.  In his 

work on prisons Michael Foucault finds that many writers in the first half of the century were enthusiastic 
about Bentham’s ideas.  He quotes Nicholas H. Julius (1783-1862) who wrote extensively on prisons and 
education... 
 

“Speaking of the panoptic principle, he [Julius] said there was much more 
there than architectural ingenuity:  it was an event in the history of the 
human mind.  In appearance, it is merely the solution of a technical 
problem:  but through it, a whole type of  society emerges.  Antiquity had 
been a civilization of spectacle...with spectacle there was a predominance of 
public life, the intensity of festivals, sensual proximity...the modern age 
poses the opposite problem. 

 
“To procure for a small number, or even a single individual the 
instantaneous view of a great multitude.  In a society in which the principal 
elements are no longer the community and public life, but on one hand, 
private individuals, on the other the state relations can be regulated only in a 
form that is the exact reverse of the spectacle.   

 
“It was to the modern age, to the every growing influence of the state, to its 
ever more profound intervention in all the details and all the relations of 
social life that reserved the task of increasing and perfecting its guarantees, 
by using and directing towards that great aim the building intended to 
observe a great multitude of men at the same time. 

 
“Julius saw as a fulfilled historical process that which Bentham had 
described as a technical program.  Our society is not one of spectacle, but of 
surveillance...it is not that the beautiful totality of the individual is 
amputated, repressed or altered by our social order, it is that the individual 
is carefully fabricated in it, according to a whole technique of forces and 
bodies.”11 

 
As Foucault goes on to observe that the Panoptican idea for building prisons was widely acclaimed. 

 
“...’Moral accounting’ was made compulsory, and individual report of a 
uniform kind in every prison, on which the governor, or head warden, the 
chaplain, and the instructor had to fill their observation of each inmate.  ‘It 
is in a way the vade mecum of prison administration, making it possible to 
assess each case, each circumstance and, consequently, to know what 
treatment to apply to each prisoner individually.”12    

 
Foucault notes that the Panoptican seemed in the early 19th century to be the perfect embodiment of 

the need to observe and record behavior, and to let the prisoner know he was being observed at all times 
which would bring about his reformation. 
 

“The prison, the place where the penalty is carried out, is also the place of 
observation of punished individuals.  This takes two forms:  surveillance, of 
course, but also knowledge of each inmate, of his behavior, of his deeper 
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states of mind, his gradual improvement; the prisons must be conceived as 
places for the formation of clinical knowledge about the convicts...the 
theme of the Panoptican at once surveillance and observation, security and 
knowledge, individualization and totalization, isolation and transparency-
found in the prison its privileged focus of realization.” 

 
He then quotes Lucos’ 1836 work On Prison Reform. 

“It [the Panoptican] was the most direct way of expressing the intelligence 
of ‘discipline in stone.’ Of making architecture transparent to the 
administration of power; making it possible to substitute for force or other 
violent constraints the gentle efficiency of total surveillance, of ordering 
space according to recent humanization of the codes of the penitentiary 
theory.  In short, its tack was to constitute a prison machine, with a cell of 
visibility in which the inmate will find himself caught,...and a central point 
from which a permanent gaze may control prisoners and staff.”13 

 
The principle of Bentham’s Panoptican remained important after the 1830’s, but the popularity of his 

architectural concept went into a swift decline.  So in 1870 the Congress of Correction and Prevention at its 
convention in Cincinnati has as its 31st principle the following... 
 

“It was a saying of Jeremy Bentham, that ‘A prison should be so arranged 
that its chief officer can see all, know all and care for all!’  We subscribe to 
the sentiment.  The proper size of a prison is a point of much practical 
interest.  Prisons containing too many prisoners interfere with the principle 
of individualization, that is, with the study of the character of each 
individual prisoner, and the adaptation of the discipline, as far as practical, 
to his personal peculiarities.  It is obvious that the application of the 
principle is possible only in a prison of moderate size. 300 inmates?”14 

 
But as to the Panoptican itself, after a few such prisons were built in the early part of the 19th century 

this architectural concept seemed to die out.  A book published in 1910 by F. H. Wines called Punishment and 
Reformation said the Panoptican, since it was nowhere adopted, should be “regarded in no other light than as 
one of the curiosities of prison history.”15    
 

In Illinois around the turn of the century, prison reform was in the forefront.  The State had created 
the post of a full-time psychiatrist for prison work, the first State to use the new science in prison work.  It 
was the first State to develop a system of parole.  The aforementioned F. H. Wines had left a federal position 
to become State Criminologist.  Edmund W. Allen was warden of Joliet Prison, and was an advocate of 
smaller prison establishments with less emphasis upon walls.  Another leading figure was J. L. Whitman in 
charge of the Cook County Prison and was responsible for building Bridewell in an innovative design in 
which each cell had an exterior window. 
 

The older view of prison architecture was the Joliet State Prison built before the Civil War.  This 
prison, which still is used as a prison, was based upon earlier concepts of punishment and reform. [See note at 
end of document.]  Its exterior is attractive with local limestone walls and turrets built as a monument to 19th 
century gothic.  The outside grounds during the early years of this century were graced with gardens and 
ponds.  The interior had small crowded cells built in blocks and tiers.  This was called the Auburn plan.  That 
is a rectangular building enclosing cells back to back in the interior.  Between the cells and the walls is an 
open space with a cat walk for the guards to patrol.  This type of cell house is less expensive to build.  Joliet 
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Prison is located in a heavy industrial area close by a large steel mill; the prison’s major enterprise was stone 
quarrying, as in those days prison labor was expected to return a good deal of the cost of running the 
penitentiary. 
 

Given the State’s commitment to prison reform, it was decided to build a new prison to replace the 
old Joliet Prison.  In 1907 the Legislature created “ The Prison Commission” which was to select a site of not 
less than 2,000 acres for a new State penitentiary. Obviously this would indicate that instead of cutting stones, 
the inmate labor was to be devoted to agriculture, as that was presumed to be a much healthier occupation.  
An article published in 1911 says the purpose was two fold.  “...to provide employment of the convicts in 
tilling the soil, and to make the institute as nearly self sustaining as possible.”16   In October 1909 Gov. 
Charles Deneen appointed to this Commission John Lambert of Joliet, James A.  Patten of Evanston, and Ira 
C.Copley of Aurora.  The three were wealthy businessmen, and the Commission was known as ‘The 
Millionaires Commission’ according to Deneen.17  Of the three only Lambert had any experience in prison 
work.  He had been employed briefly as a prison guard at Joliet as a young man.  The three commissioners 
found a site of 2,193 acres of land in Lockport Township located on high ground a few miles north of Joliet.  
The land cost most of the $500,000 the legislature had appropriated for the new prison.  The Commission 
reported enthusiastically on the site... 
 

“Here away from the smoke of the factory chimneys - away from the dense 
fog and stagnant air of the valley, which at times envelopes the old prison, 
has been found a truly magnificent site where the pure invigorating air and 
sunlight and the panorama of the hills, valley and woods add nature’s 
regenerating influence of the process of reformation.  One ‘trusty’ sent out 
from the old penitentiary to work on the new buildings, upon his first night 
spent at the “Farm’ said that it was the first time he had seen the stars in 
eleven years; what must be the effect, on the process of reformation, of a 
system of reformation which entails such deprivation.”18   

 
The selection indicates not only a belief in the salubrious and reformatory benefits of the country air, 

but also a complete rejection of the ideas of Allen the warden at Joliet that new prisons should be small and 
more like work camps, not large prisons such as the one at Joliet.  Allen wanted the prisoners at these camps 
to be housed in cottages and the more able bodied in dormitories near their work.19 

 
But Stateville was not intended to conform to that idea.  One of the first things the new “Prison 

Commission” did was to hire an architect.  This was W. Corbeys Zimmerman, who had already been 
appointed State Architect by Gov. Deneen.  Zimmerman, his son Ralph, and his son-in-law, Albert Saxe, 
would be the main force behind the design of Stateville.  The principle feature of Stateville would be the 
circular cell blocks first espoused by Jeremy Bentham that he called the Panoptican.  The Zimmerman firm 
never used that term, nor do they ever mention Bentham, but they followed Bentham’s ideas almost to the 
letter.  Always the emphasis was on the architectural solution to prison problems and prison reform.  In 1912 
Zimmerman had his plans ready, the product, he said, of eight years study of prison architecture.  He then 
stated the project would cost $3.5 million and would give Illinois “the model penitentiary of the world.”  The 
architectural model follows Bentham’s ideas fairly closely, although all that the Prison Commission and 
Zimmerman were concerned with was expounding on the uniqueness of the design, and its health and 
reforming effects;  Bentham was never mentioned.  The main features outlined in 1912 were, according to 
Zimmerman:  1. sunshine in every cell; 2. constant supervision of prisoners from one central point; 3. circular 
cell housed of four tiers, each tier having 60 single inmate cells.  There would be a total of eight such cell 
blocks so the institution would hold about 2,000 prisoners.  Each of these cells would have separate heating 
and ventilation assuring, as he told the Chicago Tribune, “...the maximum effect for the health of the inmate.” 
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This arrangement, he maintained, would be healthier and more sanitary than the rectangular cell blocks of the 
Auburn plan.   The eight circular cell blocks would be connected by corridors to a circular, very large dining 
room that would feed all 2,000 prisoners at once time.  The roof of the cell blocks would be made of glass so 
that each cell would receive during the day some sunlight.  Each cell door would have glass instead of bars to 
make them more private, and less noisy.  Each of the eight cell blocks would be dominated at the center by a 
large guard tower.  Entrance to the guard tower would be via a tunnel coming from the main administration 
building.  The guard tower would give the guard a view of each cell through narrow slits, and the guard would 
control the lights in each cell, and the slit will allow the guard to see the prisoner, but the prisoner could not 
see the guard monitoring them.  The total area inside the prison proper, that is within the prison walls, was to 
be sixty acres making it one of the largest, if not the largest prison yard in the country.  Zimmerman said it 
would be finished by 1915.20  

 
In fact it was not finished until 1924, and only four circular cell blocks were even constructed, as it 

appears the cost kept escalating. 
 

Naturally a good part of the promotion for this new expensive design was that it would reform the 
inmates, or the “regeneration of man” as the Prison Commission put it in 1919.  Of course the prison had to be 
escape proof, and the design, the public was assured, would guarantee that.  There was an equal emphasis on 
insuring the health of the inmate.  The Commission noted in 1919 that the glass doors on each cell would 
enable the guard to view the prison’s activities at all times, but the absence of the barred doors and gratings 
removes the old impression that the inmate is a ‘caged animal.”  In the new penitentiary each cell is intended 
for but one prisoner; this gives him an individual room.”  The room was five times larger than the cells in the 
old Joliet Prison where two inmates were housed.  The report of 1919 goes on to highlight the beneficial 
regenerative effects of the architecture.  Just as Bentham was fascinated with the heating and ventilation of his 
Panoptical proposal, so too was the Prison Commission. 
 

“The heating and ventilation of each room in the new prison are 
independent of each other.  The heating by one section of a steam radiator 
and the ventilation is forced through an open grating by a centrifugal  fan 
located in the basement.  Fresh air is taken from the outside and thoroughly 
washed by being passed through a finely divided spray of water.  It is then 
heated to the proper temperature and forced through sheet metal ducts into 
the cells so that each man is provided with an abundance of fresh, washed, 
and properly humidified air.  In addition he has the advantage of an open 
window at one end of his cell, and the transom at the other end, both of 
which he can control to secure natural cross ventilation.”21 u

 
There were other amenities such as hot and cold running water, a toilet, a bed, table and chair.  The 

walls and ceilings would be painted in colors “in accord with the psychology of color.  The effect would be 
cheerful, wholesome and not coldly institutional.”  The toilet was of the latest design.  These architectural 
touches made each cell not that but a private room, which would lead to the prisoner’s “regeneration.”  This 
1919 report goes on to say... 

 
“Thus for the first time, the prisoner has such privacy and accommodations 
as to be protected against the physical and moral foulness of an adjoining 
criminal - his every sanitary need has been supplied and he is safely housed 
in a room where he can retain his self respect and not be condemned to live 
in such a cage or cell that he feels a constant degrading effect.”22   
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In Bentham’s Panoptican too, the prisoners were to be protected from their degrading criminal 
cohabitants, but more by complete isolation than by architectural blandishments.23.  However, not 
only would this arrangement at Stateville make the cells more like rooms, but the open space in the 
center, an atrium as it would be called today, unmarred by internal supports, could be used for 
pleasant recreational use, “...it can be used for the better grade of prisoners, who can be trusted with a 
certain amount of freedom, as a reading room.”24   

 
The cost of construction would mean the project would drag on for a number of years.25  During this 

phase Zimmerman was consulting with Prof. Charles R. Henderson, President of the Internation[al]  Prison 
Association, and a member of the Sociology Dept. of the University of Chicago.  He and Henderson made a 
tour of European prisons, and so Stateville would be a radical departure from the “American Type” prison.   
Construction of the first cell block didn’t begin until 1915, most of the labor being supplied, as directed by the 
legislation, from the Joliet Prison population.26  The completion of the first cell block of the new prison in 
1917 was widely acclaimed as a great step forward in penological architecture.  K. N. Hamilton writing in the 
Scientific America noted... 
 

“With every cell in the prison having sunshine and the best air, Illinois is 
doing her share toward safeguarding the health of her prisoners, and placing 
herself well above those states where a sentence of five years imprisonment 
carries with it a virtual condemnation to an early tubercular death.”27   

 
When construction was under way, an architect named Henry W. Tomlinson was appointed 

Superintendent of Construction, a post he would hold until 1924 when the prison opened.28  While the original 
design was Zimmerman’s and it was his concept, the actual details were worked out by Tomlinson.  It was 
Zimmerman’s idea to have eight circular cell blocks, circling the central circular dining room, but since the 
structures were made from poured concrete, this had to be prepared and overseen by an architect on the spot.  
This was Tomlinson.  It was he who designed the concrete reinforced prison wall.  This wall was one-and-a-
quarter mile long, 33.5 feet in height, and enclosed 16 acres of prison area.  It was the largest such prison wall 
when it was built; the idea of a concrete wall would be used by Sing Sing and other prisons.  The cell blocks 
were a poured reinforced concrete.  The outside walls were faced with a light buff-colored, pressed brick with 
terra cotta trimings.29   Most of the work was done by convicts, who as a result must have learned much about 
poured concrete construction. 
 

Great enthusiasm for the Stateville complex and the Zimmerman design was shown at its grand 
opening December 6, 1924.  By that time there were four circular cell blocks completed, the grand dining 
hall, the central heating system, the high prison wall and several other wonders of the builders’ art.  By that 
time the cost was $4.5million, and it was stated at the opening that it would only cost $2 million more to 
complete the project.  Telegrams of congratulation came pouring in, one from Maude Booth, a relative of the 
founder of the Salvation Army and head of the Volunteer Prison League.  As she said in her telegram, 
“Heartfelt Congratulations to the State of Illinois on this splendid evidence of her care for the boys within the 
wall.”30  There were many others within the wall on that memorable day.  The celebration took place in the 
great circular dining hall.  The Prison Commission, consisting of James Patten, Ira Copley and Leslie Small, 
son of the Governor, Len Small who had replaced John Lambert after the latter’s death, were honored.  The 
32-piece prison band played and members of the State Legislature assured the assembled that the $2 million 
needed to complete this humanitarian endeavor would certainly be forthcoming.31 

 
At the time of the grand opening the warden of the old Joliet Prison was John L. Whitman, who 

would become warden of Stateville, as it was presumed the old prison would be closed after inmates had been 
moved into Stateville.  Joliet Prison is still in operation.  Whitman, mentioned earlier as warden of Cook 
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County Jail, was an enthusiastic supporter of the concept of redemption via architectural design, and would 
become Illinois Superintendent of Prisons.  In that capacity he wrote in celebration of Statement sometime in 
the 1920’s a pamphlet called the Progressive Merit System of Prison Administration which consisted of two 
parts, the first being  “A Treatise on Prison Management” by himself, and the second part was entitled, “The 
New Illinois State Penitentiary at Stateville;  A Treatise on Prison Design: by Zimmerman, Saxe and 
Zimmerman.  The part Whitman authored celebrates the “Illinois Idea” which he says believes that prisoners 
should not only be kept in custody, but should also have “Training and treatment while they are in prison...so 
that their release will find them...no longer criminals or a menace to the community.”  Prison management 
should teach them not only the habits of industry, but also train them to become dependable and capable of 
good citizenship. 
 

“This can be done with the aid of suitable and adequate prison construction. 
 

“The new prison, as it is being constructed, provides, therefore, not only 
safe and secure custody, but also for the operation of ‘The Progressive 
Merit System’ which gradually and systematically assists in the 
development of stable character. 

 
“It is no longer considered necessary or wise to build an institution all of the 
cell houses of which are of a character strong and secure enough to prevent 
the escape of those classified as the most desperate. 

 
“It is considered much more logical and effective to design an institution, 
the housing accommodations of which provide a varying degree of restraint, 
so that, as progress is made by a prisoner, and stable character develops, he 
can gradually be placed on his own responsibility until it is demonstrated 
that he is thoroughly capable of self control.”32  

 

He goes on to detail how prisoners entering Stateville are first of all closely observed, which close 
observation is made possible by the cell block design.  They are examined by a psychiatrist, psychologist, 
physician and warden, and the rest of the staff.  As implied, the Progressive Merit System rewards good 
behavior by increasing freedom until parole.  Whitman then concludes his presentation with this idea... 
 

“The letter of the law plainly says it shall be the duty of the Department of 
Public Welfare to adopt such rules concerning all prisoners and wards 
committed to the custody of said department as shall prevent them from 
returning to criminal courses best secure their self support and accomplish 
their reformation.  Illinois is administrating this part of the statutes by the 
operation of the Progressive Merit System which is greatly facilitated by the 
scientific form of prison architecture adopted at Stateville.”33 

 
The second part of the pamphlet, “A Treatise on Prison Design,” written by the Zimmerman 

architectural firm, is a celebration of the design features of the new prison and its relationship to the 
reformation of the prisoner.  When explaining the value of the prison wall, this is very clear. 
 

“The results of the extensive survey made by the commission and its 
architects brought out the fact that a proper prison wall is a great asset to an 
institution of a character of a penitentiary.... The public is entitled to the 
added protection which it affords, the institution is entitled to its protection 
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against interference with inmates from the outside and the passing in of 
drugs, liquor, tools, etc., and the prisoner is entitled to it as a protection to 
himself against the temptation to escape by means of a passing automobile 
and trains or by such means as an open country or roadway would 
suggest.”34 

 
But it is, of course, the circular cell blocks that were the architect’s proudest achievement.  They 

provided constant supervision not only of the inmate, but of the guard or attendant who was confined to the 
central tower.  And they had an answer to those who would say constant supervision would not be beneficial 
to the inmates. 
 

“...if so, it can be said that during the year or more the first unit has been in 
operation at Stateville, this objection has never been raised by an inmate.  It 
can be said also that any inmate who is detrimentally affected by such 
supervision may have this cell front provided with a curtain, if indeed he is 
entitled to such privacy.”35 

 
Despite the presumed merits of the circular cell blocks, only four were built, and then, presumably 

because of need, a large, rectangular cell block of the Auburn type was built designed to hold 1,200 convicts.  
This was because of the large influx of prisoners from Chicago due to prohibition and Chicago Mob activity.  
Need and cost seems to have ended the construction of those modern circular cell blocks.36 

 
In the early 1930’s when Joseph Ragen became warden of Stateville, he says the institution was 

known as “The Mill.”  He traces this back to a presumed saying of Jeremy Bentham that his Panoptican plan 
was “a mill for grinding rogues honest.”  Ragen is the first to note that Zimmerman’s plans were based upon 
Bentham’s Panoptican.  When he came to Stateville in 1935 it seems to have been controlled by gangs.  These 
gangs originated out of the controls the inmate construction crews had while the prison was being built.  So 
the prisoners were not only learning how to build poured concrete buildings, but also how to build inmate 
organization.  Comparing the Panoptican to the rectangular cell block, Ragen says... 
 

“The Panoptican is not necessarily the best housing for prisoners that has 
been designed, but it does serve the purpose for which it was built.  The 
original cost exceeds that of the ‘dormitories’ or barracks – but the safety 
problems presented by the latter are not problems at all in the circular 
houses.” 

 
He notes that although the circular cells are easier to control, inmates were always trying to be housed 

there.37   This is verified by the remarks of retired guards who maintained that since the circular cell doors 
were controlled from the central guard post, prisoner movement could always be controlled. 
 

Since Ragen retired in the early 1960’s all the circular or Panoptical cell houses, except one, have 
been torn down.  The one exception is “F House.”  The official explanation of this according to Howard 
Peters II, Director of the Illinois Department of Corrections, is that... 
 

“The Department has revised its operational and procedural designs since 
Stateville was constructed in 1925.  The deteriorated Panoptican buildings 
have been replaced with conventional buildings which provide a more 
secure environment and enables staff to more closely supervise inmate 
movement.”38  
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One reason for wrecking all but one of what are now referred to as “Panopticans” could very well be 
because the pipes and vents were inside the concrete walls and so they were difficult if not impossible to 
repair.  “F House” was the last one built and the only one still standing. 
 

There have been a number of recent reports on life in “F House,” known no longer as ‘The Mill’ for 
grinding rogues honest, but the “Thunderdome.”  Its current name is ‘Thunderdome’... 
 

“...because of the booming noises made when officers in the center guard 
tower fire shots into the ceiling, where paint has been stripped off by 
buckshot.”39 

 
On December 3, 1991, a reporter from the Joliet Herald News gave her impressions of “F House.”   

 
“Standing in the entrance of F House, the last circular cell house in the 
country, was spooky.  Stateville was in the seventh day of lockdown when 
we were there, and the prisoners began throwing their lunches out of their 
cells.   They were yelling for showers and blinking the cell lights on and 
off.  They were like animals.  I couldn’t see faces; it was scary as hell 
anyway. 

 
“I can’t imagine what it must be like to be stuck in those small cells for seven days 
straight...what hell!  It was also interesting to see them feed off each other’s anger.  
It’s not hard to imagine why there are no other circular cell houses.”40 

 
F House is where the most dangerous and intractable prisoners in Stateville are now kept.   They are 

still one prisoner to a cell, unlike the overcrowding in the rest of the cell blocks.  One suspects they are 
housed in F House because it is the easiest to control. 
 

One of the prisoners in Stateville who has turned to art while doing time, works mainly in ceramic.  
This inmate’s, Hector Maisonet, most interesting creation, is a ceramic depiction of the circular F House.  The 
roof is covered with prison artifacts such as keys, guns, knives and handcuffs.  A hole has been pushed 
through the roof from the inside and a teary-eyed inmate is struggling to break through.41   

 

It is obvious that the Panoptican still dominates Stateville, although only one is left.  Bentham’s 
concept espoused by the architect Zimmerman and warden Whitman when Stateville was being built, was that 
it would be a machine of regeneration and control.  Regeneration has evaporated, but the Panoptican is still 
both in image and fact a machine of control.  That aspect of this architectural concept still survives. 
 
[Note: Joliet Prison closed on February 16, 2002] 
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The Canals of Northern Illinois and Their Impact
on Settlement and Economic Development

John M. Lamb

In order to understand the importance and value of the canals of Northern Illinois and their connecting
rivers, some understanding of the geography of the area is necessary. As early as 1673, it was realized by the
French explorer, Louis Jolliet, that the best water link between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi was via
the Chicago River over a divide to the Des Plaines River, which joins the Kankakee River about 60 miles
from Lake Michigan to form the Illinois, which then flows west and south to the Mississippi. The divide
separating the Chicago River and the Des Plaines is about 10 feet.

The source of the South Branch of the Chicago River in 1673 was five miles from Lake Michigan and
only five feet above the lake’s surface. The separation between Lake Michigan and where the land is at the
same elevation, 35 miles southwest, is only 15 feet. This meant that there was only a 15-foot barrier between
the largest body of fresh water in the world (the Great Lakes) and the Mississippi drainage.

All the canals in Northern Illinois were built to forge all water links between the Great Lakes and the
Mississippi. The first of these links was the Illinois and Michigan Canal. The proposal for such a canal goes
back to Jolliet in 1673, but it was not until 1823 that a survey was made for this waterway. In that year the
Canal Commission hired Col. Justus Post and René Paul to survey and map several proposed routes.  This
was done in order to obtain the land the canal passed through from the Federal government. After this initial
effort in 1827, the Federal government was prevailed upon to grant additional land, alternate sections of land
five miles on either side of the canal route, whose sale would help pay the cost of construction.

Stimulated by this, another Canal Commission in 1830 laid out two towns, Chicago and Ottawa, and
advertised the town lots in these towns for sale in Eastern newspapers. The interest in 1830 was limited and
the sales insignificant, but it did stimulate increased interest in the area, and by 1833 Chicago was
incorporated as a village, and by 1837, as a city with a population of 4000. The prospective canal encouraged
settlement, although it was not until 1836 that actual construction began. In 1836 the first spadeful of earth
was turned for the canal on July 4th. The land hunger was so great that State Canal Commission lots in
Chicago sold for $1,181,475.1

The State Canal Commission was determined to encourage settlement and development, for the sale of
land was the chief means available to pay for this large public works project undertaken by a still sparsely
settled pioneer state. The Canal Commission was very interested in promoting towns and developing
industrial bases in those towns wherever possible. Some of these towns promoted by the Canal
Commissioners succeeded and survived, and some disappeared. Amongst the latter were Des Plaines, located
at the juncture of the Calumet Feeder and the Illinois and Michigan Canal just north of the present town of
Lemont; also, Kankakee, laid out where the Kankakee River and the Des Plaines join to form the Illinois,
and Dresden a few miles west of this juncture and about 6 miles from the present town of Morris.

Amongst the successful towns were those already existing when construction began, such as Chicago,
Joliet, Ottawa, Marseilles and Utica.  In Joliet and Ottawa, the Canal Commissioners expended money to
provide water power for manufacturing in addition to transportation facilities. This was done either with
dams or extensions of the canal, but the purpose was to promote lot sales and development. In Ottawa, for
example, the Commissioner built a lateral canal to provide a hydraulic basin in the state-owned section of



244

Ottawa. This expenditure caused some complaint, but in rebuttal, Commissioners W. F. Thornton and Jacob
Fry reported in 1838:

“...the entire (Fox River) feeder, about five miles long, and a considerable
section of the side cut have been placed under contract and will probably
be so far advanced in another year as to render available the large and
valuable waterpower thus to be introduced into the heart of the town. These
judicious improvements ordered at the last regular session of the legislature
cannot fail to advance the prosperity of Ottawa to a high degree.”2

An even larger hydraulic basin was constructed at Lockport, which was also designated as the
headquarters for the canal. Between that site and Joliet was the largest land surface decline on the line of the
canal, some forty feet in five miles. The I and M Canal was, alone of all the canals built in the 19th century,
to concentrate on waterpower production. Although the fall between Lake Michigan and the terminus of the
canal, 100 miles southwest, was slight – 140 feet, the presumption of unlimited water from Lake Michigan
seemed to promise unlimited power. The idea that the Canal Commission should devote its resources to
producing water power was not without opposition, but as Commissioner Thornton said in his annual report
of 1840:

“It is the interest of a large number of citizens, who have settled or intend
to settle on the line of the canal, to have the land and waterpower sold early
and at low prices; a strong disposition has been constantly manifested by
a few to throw obstacles in the way of building up State towns, and creating
manufacturing power which they view and denounce as an opposition to
individual enterprise. But the true policy of the State, like that of her
citizens, is to sell her property to the best advantage, and where she has
improved it, to claim the benefits of improvement without regard to selfish
complaint.”3  

In an effort to lure settlers and lure economic enterprise to the towns along the canal, hydraulic power
sites were established at Lockport, Joliet, Channahon, Aux Sable and Ottawa.

In addition to drawing settlers to the area because of the canal's economic importance, the project also
drew immigrants because of the prospects of work on the canal. In 1838 the Chief Engineer, William
Gooding, reported that there were 2114 workers on the canal, exclusive of contractors. This was at a time
when Chicago’s population was about 4000.4 These canal workers did not necessarily stay after the canal
was completed, but they certainly added to the economic base of what was certainly a frontier territory.

When the I and M Canal was completed in 1848, a number of towns were well established along its
route. Two of these towns, Lockport and La Salle, were established by the Canal Commissioners, and though
they never flourished to the extent the Canal Commissioners hoped, they did grow and persisted.

The 1850s was the beginning of the railroad era in Illinois, and one of them, the Rock Island, fought
successfully to serve the string of towns from Joliet west along the canal. From 1859 to 1860 the Chicago
and Alton built its tracks along the canal from Joliet to Chicago. These two railroads were built to
specifically take advantage of the economic base the canal had developed.

When the canal opened for travel in April of 1848, its depth was insufficient for carrying a full load. The
first boat to traverse the route carried a cargo of sugar from New Orleans and a few passengers. It was the
passenger business that constituted the largest cargo in the early years of the canal. When the Rock Island
was completed between Chicago and Rock Island in 1854, the passenger and fast freight business on the
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canal was destroyed. On the canal, these packets could only go about six miles an hour, and it took about 24
hours to go from Chicago to La Salle.  The boats were towed by mules or horses on the towpath along the
canal.

However, the heavy freight business continued, and it was increasingly important to Northern Illinois.
Before the canal was completed, most of the Illinois River trade went through St. Louis. After 1848, it shifted
to the canal and Chicago. After 1848, the freight rates were lower to the Eastern cities through Chicago and
across the lakes to Buffalo, and then on the Erie Canal; or by St. Louis to the New Orleans route, and then
by sea to the East. Between 1848 and 1853 shipments of corn on the canal increased four times, sugar
shipments doubled, and lumber shipments increased nearly four times from 15 million lumber feet in 1848
to 58.8 million feet in 1853. This increased traffic on the canal and on the Illinois River caused an economic
boom in river cities such as Peoria, where construction and other economic activity increased considerably
after the canal was completed.6 

Obviously, as railroads were built, they represented a serious challenge to the canal. Not only did they
seek to compete in the canal corridor by building their tracks on the canal right-of-way, but they could
provide transportation year round, while the canal had to be closed during the winter months. Despite this,
in 1866-1867 the canal carried over twice as much corn to Chicago as the Rock Island Railroad despite the
latter’s greater area of service which extended well into Iowa. In 1873-1874, the canal carried considerably
more corn into Chicago than did the Rock Island.7 The freight carried on the canal peaked in 1882 at
1,011,287 tons. This began dropping sharply after that year, and by 1916, commercial traffic had practically
ceased on the canal. This dramatic drop was brought on by a number of factors. First of all, the railroads
developed a system of pro-rating that made it more expensive for shippers to transfer cargoes from canal
boats to railroad cars than to ship freight straight through on the railroads. Also, the Illinois Constitution of
1870 forbade the allocation of money from the General Fund to make improvements or repairs on the canal.
As a result, there was a steady  deterioration of the canal and its structures as the tolls could not pay for the
needed repairs. By 1914 the depth in the navigable portion of the canal was only four feet, instead of the
designed six-foot depth. This severely limited the cargoes that could be carried by canal boats and would
destroy commercial traffic on the canal entirely. Compared to the speed of the packet boats which ran at six
miles an hour, the freights were slower, as one investigator reported in 1881:

“$6.00 a day will pay Captain, Wheelman, and Cook (Female). It will also
pay board of crew and driver. If desirable to retain the Captain when not
running, $2.00 will suffice, the crew being discharged.

“The best method of transportation is by mules. The cost per trip from
Chicago to La Salle, including pay for the driver being $35.00 each way.
The time from Chicago to La Salle is about three days of 24 hours each.
The return trip is much quicker being light.”8 

The boat traffic spurred boat building enterprises along the canal that were most active in the 1850s and
persisted until 1906.

Of the local businesses using the canal and situated directly on its banks, the most prominent was
undoubtedly grain processing and the grain trade. In every town on the line of the canal there were one or
more grain elevators. Very few of these still survive – one important one is in Seneca.  However, in the 19th

century there was much activity along the canal. In Lockport, for example, in 1870 George Gaylord’s
elevator was handling 200,000 bushels a year. Also, in Lockport, George B. Martin’s grain warehouse and
elevator was handling 500,000 bushels a year in 1870 according to a local newspaper.9  The largest such
operation in Lockport, and probably on the canal, was the Hiram Norton operation, which consisted of a
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grain warehouse, a flouring mill run by hydraulic power off the canal, a saw mill which subsequently became
a paper board factory, a cooper shop that produced barrels for shipping the flour, and ten canal boats.10

Besides flour, another grain processing operation on the canal was distilling.  Distilleries were located in
towns such as Lockport and rural settlements such as Aux Sable. In order to transport grain, special boats
called ‘grain boats’ were used.

An important industry, particularly between Joliet and Chicago, was the stone quarrying and cut stone
industry. The quarries were located on the canal near Joliet, Lockport, and particularly Lemont, because of
the ease of shipment on specially designed canal boats called ‘stone boats.’ Even when most of the
commercial traffic had disappeared by 1905, the Western Stone Company still operated the old boatyard in
Lockport for the repair of its boats. The stone industry along the canal in the 19th century represented one
of the biggest concentrations of that industry in the nation.11

Another extractive industry using the canal in Grundy and La Salle Counties was the coal industry, and
coal mines were located right on the banks of the canal.12  In addition to coal there were cement mines,
particularly around Utica in La Salle County. For example, the Black Ball mines were located near Utica on
the canal near Lock 13.

 There were also several retail outlets on the canal, stores such as George Gaylord’s and Norton’s in
Lockport. There were a number of lumberyards even after the arrival of the railroads. And finally, as
commercial traffic and revenue were declining for the canal in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, one new
industry appeared as industries ceased using the canal’s hydraulic power; commercial electric companies
became a new source of revenue. From 1910 to 1917, the returns from water power leases to such companies
as the Economy Light and Power Company of Joliet and the Northern Illinois Light and Traction Company
of Ottawa, were the only sources of revenue for the canal that were increasing.13 

Finally, it should be noted that ever since 1984 when Federal legislation was passed creating the Illinois
and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor, a new source of income from the canal has been gaining,
namely tourism and tourism-related activities.

The great interest in canal construction peaked in the 1840s, then declined in the face of the railroad
enthusiasm. However, beginning in the 1890s, interests in canals and inland waterways suddenly revived
across the nation. In Northern Illinois, this canal revival resulted in the construction of two canals, namely
the Chicago Ship and Sanitary Canal and the Illinois and Mississippi Canal, more commonly known as the
Hennepin Canal.

The Chicago Ship and Sanitary Canal was the largest canal built in the 19th century, surpassing the Suez
Canal. It permanently reversed the flow of the Chicago River by pulling large quantities of water from Lake
Michigan, thereby protecting Chicago’s source of drinking water (Lake Michigan) from pollution and
flushing Chicago’s sewage downstate to be purified by dilution. The canal was built to the depth of 24 feet,
while the Illinois and Michigan Canal was six feet in depth. This depth meant that the bottom of the Sanitary
canal is at the same elevation as the bottom of the Niagara River above the falls.

The canal was 160 feet at its narrowest, over 200 feet at its widest. The Illinois and Michigan was 60 feet
wide at its narrowest. Despite the title, the Ship and Sanitary Canal was not originally designed for
navigation, as it began in Chicago and ran thirty miles to Lockport, where its ample flowage ran over a
variable level dam, called Bear Trap Dam, into the Des Plaines River.

When construction began 1892, it had an immediate impact on the area because of the large number of
Black workers and immigrants that came to work on the project. The Sanitary District of Chicago purchased
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ample land on either side of the canal so that in the future it could be leased out to manufacturers or other
commercial users.14  The economic possibilities increased after 1906 when the canal was extended a mile-
and-a-half. A lock built into the Des Plaines River made the canal navigable, and its new terminus had a large
hydroelectric plant that was built so that if the flow from Lake Michigan increased, its generating capacity
would be able to increase.

 
Shortly after this, Texas Co. built a refinery on this canal at Lockport, using both the canal and adjoining

railroad for shipments. Material Service, after World War I, built docks near Lockport for the shipment of
crushed rock and sand, principally to Chicago. In the next 20 years a number of facilities for transportation
were built along this waterway. In 1933 a series of locks and dams were built on the Des Plaines and Illinois
rivers so to make it navigable to a depth of 12 feet to Grafton and the Mississippi. This further spurred
economic development on both the Sanitary Canal and along the new Illinois Waterway.

The other canal in Northern Illinois built after 1890 was the Hennepin Canal to connect the Illinois River
at Hennepin to the Mississippi River at Rock Island. This canal was proposed in 1832, and the first survey
was made in 1866. But it was not until 1890 after Congress appropriated $7 million for the project, that
construction was begun. This canal was constructed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. In 1890 it was
under the direction of Major W. J. Marshall, who designed many of its unique concrete locks. It was
completed in 1908 and continued to be operated by the Army Corps of Engineers until they turned it over
to the Illinois Department of Conservation. In 1951 it was closed to commercial traffic, and from 1960 to
1970 the Army Corps worked with the State so that in 1970 it could turn the waterway over to the
Department of Conservation for recreational use. The purpose of this canal was to connect the Illinois to the
Upper Mississippi. The Iowa legislators anxious for an alternate route for that state’s grain to Chicago, had
urged its construction in the 1860s and 1870s. However, after it was completed, it had little economic impact
on the area it crossed. Although there was some commercial traffic carrying farm products and industrial
parts, it was never an important commercial waterway.15 
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The Foster Family and the Illinois and Michigan Canal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Foster family represents a typical canal family engaged in the boat business on the Illinois 

and Michigan Canal.  Two brothers, Joseph and George Foster, were born in New Jersey in the 1830's.  
They came to Illinois in the 1850's to settle in Morris.  George Foster was a shipper and then a lock-
tender.  When he retired as the lock-tender at Aux Sable in 1913, he was 79 and the oldest canaler in 
continuous service in the Morris area.  Joseph M. Foster came to Morris in 1850 where he entered the 
canal boat business, first as a mule driver, and then as a boat owner.  He owned several boats and 
continued to operate them until his death in 1906. 
 

Two of Joseph Foster’s sons worked on the canal.  James Henry Foster was the engineer on the 
“City of Pekin.”  Joseph William Foster (1868-1903) was born on a canal boat near Seneca on August 9, 
1868.  He was the captain of “The City of Pekin” until his death.  He made the two models of canal boats 
on display in the Library display cases.  His sister, Clara, was a cook on “The City of Pekin.”  A cousin 
was a deckhand. 
 

(Information supplied by Helen Foster Poole, daughter of Joseph William Foster.) 
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CHICAGO, Nov. 30, 1848. 

 
  
254 

 
Dear *Ann– 
 
- After countless perils “by flood and field” I arrived here 
yesterday at four o’clock p.m. precisely, and having now so far 
recovered my faculties that I can again wield the pen, and Mr. 
Salstonstall being absent at his thanksgiving dinner, I seize upon 
the present moment to let you know how I got here. 

When we first left port there was nothing in the heavens 
above or the earth beneath, or in the waters under the earth, so far 
as we, with our limited vision could perceive, which portended 
such awful calamities as befell us.  It is true that we had one horse 
in our team “vot wouldn’t go” and a driver as obstinate as the 
horse and a great deal less sensible.  It is true, also, that the hands 
on board, and the man called Captain, were awful hard cases and 
did not seem to be very anxious about getting along; and further, 
that there was a villainous smell of whiskey and tobacco not at all 
agreeable to one like myself, not in the constant use of them; but 
all this we could have borne until we ascertained that there was 
not a mouthful of provisions on board except a little ginger bread, 
which a poor, half-starved, cadaverous looking passenger had 
thoughtfully stuffed into his pockets.  What was to be done in this 
fearful emergency?  There we were upon the “raging canal,” 
making headway occasionally at the rate say, of one knot per 
hour, with threatening skies overhead (for night had set in dark 
and gloomy) and frowning rocks on both sides!  Such was our 
condition when we arrived in sight of the classic village of Athens 
[present-day Lemont].  As soon as the boat touched shore Lem 
Norton and myself guided by a dim and distant light pushed 
forward under a full press of sail to Lem Brown’s, resolved to get 
something to eat or sink in the bottomless mud through which we 
were, up to our knees in the fluid, plowing our way.  Here we got 
a cup of tea, some bread and head-cheese, which forcible 
reminded me of Roscoe and Board’s Hotel.  Some of the other 
passengers and the boat’s crew laid in supplies here, but only in 
such moderate quantities as their stomachs would hold, poor 
credulous souls, fondly believing, no doubt, that in the morning 
they would be where provisions could be easily obtained. 

During the night the obstinate horse and driver had 
various tantrums which greatly retarded our progress and when 
we got to Summit our lights went out and we laid by till morning, 
fearing that we should be cast away if we proceeded, the wind 
having, in the meantime, freshened to a gale. 

Nearly an hour after daylight I succeeded in rousing the 
boat’s crew who seemed strongly inclined to take a Rip Van 
Winkle snooze, and having secured a pocket full of crackers at an 
Irish grocery, I again embarked and we proceeded on our voyage. 

 By this time the rain descended in torrents, the driver swore like a man-of-war’s man and the stubborn horse, after 
getting within a mile of Bridgeport, refused to budge an inch further.  In process of time, however, we made another 
start, reached Bridgeport, got some more head-cheese of extremely doubtful quality and the boat was laid up for the 
day.  Here was a fix, but I succeeded in getting a horse and one wagon and got to the city precisely at the time 
mentioned at the commencement of my epistle, having faced the worst storm I was ever out in. ~  * Ann, as in 
original letter, or Anne 
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Chicago:  The Hydraulic City and 
Its Environmental Impact 

 
John M. Lamb 

 
First of all, what is a hydraulic city? It is one that is created with a close connection to waterways. It is 

created in the sense that its water connections are not natural but have to be made. It is a city that uses water 
for transportation on inland rivers and canals as well as on larger bodies of water, in this case, the Great 
Lakes. It draws its water for drinking and sewerage from the same sources that it uses for transportation. It 
also designs its waterways for hydraulic power. Also, the hydraulic city is very conscious of military 
defenses, which by extension it sees as related to its water transportation, so it has a hydraulic concept of 
military defense. 

 
As to the environment, I do not mean environmental depredations, but rather the need for extensive 

changes via engineering to create harbors, inland transportation routes, sanitation and drinking needs, as well 
as hydraulic power. As a result, rivers are reversed, canals dug, harbors created, and a variety of other 
engineering projects are involved in the creation of the hydraulic city. All of the projects are intimately 
related; they create an indissoluble infrastructure. In the case of Chicago, it meant creating a river harbor and 
an inland transportation canal, the Illinois and Michigan Canal. It also meant creating a huge canal for sewage 
disposal, the Sanitary and Ship Canal, and a system of tunnels and intake cribs to obtain fresh water. 

 
The site of Chicago should be examined to see the problems that must be solved to create the hydraulic 

city. It was situated on low-lying land drained by a sluggish river, the Chicago. A slight rise in the upper 
reaches of this river to the south separates it from the Des Plaines, which flowed south and west until it joined 
the Kankakee River to form the Illinois River, which flows into the Mississippi. The value of this site was 
reported by the first European to visit it, Louis Jolliet, in 1673. He noted that “The place at which we entered 
the lake [Lake Michigan at the mouth of the Chicago River] is a harbor, very convenient for receiving vessels 
and sheltering them from the wind.”  He also noted: 

 
“The fourth remark concerns a very great and important advantage which 
will hardly be believed. It is that we could go with ease to Florida in a bark 
by very easy navigation. It would be necessary to make a canal, by cutting 
through but half a league of prairie, to pass from the foot of Lake Michigan 
to the Des Plaines.”1

 
Jolliet was followed by a more aggressive explorer and a more powerful one, namely, Rene Robert 

Cavelier, Sieur de la Salle. His observations on the future site of Chicago in 1682 were much more realistic 
than Jolliet’s. 

 
“At the mouth of the Chicago River there is a sand bar that not even a canoe 
can pass over, at least when the lake is calm. The prairies by the lake over 
which travel is necessary are flooded by the great volume of water flowing 
down from the hills whenever it rains. It is very difficult to make and 
maintain a canal that does not immediately fill up with sand and gravel. The 
ground water is near the surface and there are some sand dunes between the 
lake and the river, and although a canal would be possible with a great deal 
of expense, it would be useless because the Des Plaines is not navigable for 
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90 miles to the great village of the Illinois [near Utica]. Canoes cannot 
traverse it in the summer.”2

 
La Salle was accurate in his observations that the only natural advantage to the Chicago site was the small 

continental divide that separated the Des Plaines from the Chicago River, a separation that was breached 
every spring when the Des Plaines flooded into Chicago, sending a large quantity of water into Lake 
Michigan rather than into the Illinois River. 

 
The value of the site was apparent to the United States government, and in 1805 the army built Fort 

Dearborn at the mouth of the Chicago River. Because of the sand bar at the mouth of the river, it was 
proposed to cut a ditch through it that could possibly allow canoes and batteaux to enter the river, but lake 
vessels had to unload their cargo on the lake.3 The problem at the mouth of the river was that the current in 
Lake Michigan flowed along the shore, depositing sand and gravel so any channel cut through the sand bar 
would quickly fill up again. In 1830 William Howard of the United States Corps of Engineers, proposed to 
change the mouth of the river so it would not flow south before entering the lake, and to construct piers to the 
north of the mouth to control the sand deposited by the lake current.4  As the proposal for the construction of a 
canal to connect Lake Michigan to the Illinois River began to take shape, so, too, did the demand for a harbor 
to support it. However, the work on the harbor was almost entirely done by the Federal government.5 In 1839 
Thomas Jefferson Cram of the United States Topographical Corps, suggested building piers much farther into 
the lake and at the end extending them on the north side of this channel.  On the south side of the channel, the 
piers would be extended eastward into the lake. He recommended that they be constructed of stone with 
pilings. Also, he noted a lighthouse should be built at the end of the channel. The cost of this would be from 
$90,000 to $215,000, but Cram argued this money would be well spent as: 

 
“The commercial interests of all the States that border upon the lakes is 
intimately connected with Chicago as a place of transshipment and deposit; 
and the agricultural prospects of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa and Missouri, are to 
become greatly dependent upon facilities of business upon a large scale at 
some point on the southwest part of the shore of Lake Michigan, which lake 
is a part of the great channel by which the surplus staples of those states 
shall best reach the Eastern markets. The continuity of a never failing 
communication for so many miles, and the more favorable temperature for 
the preservation of produce, are advantages peculiar to the lake route. 

 
“The commerce of the lake will very naturally center more at Chicago, than 
at any other place of deposit and transshipment upon either side of the 
lake.... Its position on the west shore of Lake Michigan (the only lake 
exclusively within the limits of the United States) the two natural channels 
of water communication extending some miles into the interior by means of 
navigable branches of the Chicago River; the excellent site for a capacious 
ship basin in the very heart of the town, at the junction of the said branches; 
it being one of the termini of the Illinois and Michigan Canal...are 
advantages, which when collectively or severally considered, forcibly 
impress upon the mind that the present City of Chicago is but the nucleus 
about which there will grow up, at no remote period, one of the most 
important commercial towns on the lake."6

 
Needless to say, the large expenditures recommended by Captain Cram were not forthcoming. However, 

sufficient improvements were made so that lake boats would get into the river. Between 1842 and 1847 wheat 
exports doubled. Most of the traffic was agricultural products. A growing import item was lumber, which 
would, of course, continue to expand.7 The effort to induce more government assistance is indicated by the 
calling of the 1847 River and Harbor Convention in Chicago. While federal assistance to other internal 
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improvements was scanty, the Federal government continued to aid in the improvement of the Chicago 
Harbor. In 1859 Congress appropriated $87,000 to repair the piers designed to keep the harbor open.8  By that 
time the big grain elevators were clustered at the mouth of the river, and the slips (called “canals”) for 
unloading lumber were up river on the South Branch to Bridgeport where the Illinois and Michigan Canal 
terminated. 

 
The increased activity in the harbor, in the month of June 1879, had more arrivals and departures and 

gross tonnage than did New York for that month.9 In order to accommodate the increased use, an anchorage 
basin on the lake was constructed by dredging the area off the present Grant Park and building a breakwater in 
1880. In 1889 a breakwater west and north was built by the Federal government to protect vessels coming into 
the harbor. All of this tended to increase traffic so that by the early 1890s, Chicago’s arrivals and clearances 
were not exceeded by any other port in the United States.10

 
Besides the lake and the Chicago River mouth, the other part of the Chicago harbor was the Chicago 

River, as was observed by Major W.L. Marshall in 1899. 
 

“The Chicago River and its branches constitute the most active and 
important non-tidal navigational stream of its length known.”11

 
While the harbor had been developed basically by the Federal government – which assumed as a result a 

proprietary control over it – the river had been controlled by the city. They encouraged the construction of 
wharves and slips basically for lumber coming in from the north. The river had been periodically dredged so 
that it was commercially viable and filled with slips six miles up the South Branch to the terminus of the I. 
and M. Canal. With wooden schooners and other such vessels, the 15-foot depth of the river was sufficient for 
clearance. But in the late 19th century, the introduction of iron and steel hulls made this depth obsolete so that 
least 17 feet of depth was necessary. As a result of this difficulty, the Federal government was asked to assist. 
One of the things that had to be done was to lower the height of the tunnels under the river so its depth could 
be increased to 21 feet. 

 
Another more obdurate problem affecting navigation was the bridges. As early as 1870 there was 

established “closed bridge period” when street traffic was at its highest. They originally started as a one-half 
hour period, but were increased from time to time because of the increased pressure from land-based interests. 

 
The result of these factors plus others was a substantial reduction of harbor and river usage in the late 

1890s. This despite the fact that the depth of the river increased as the Ship and Sanitary Canal began pulling 
more water off Lake Michigan after 1900. As a result of the problems, increased emphasis was placed on the 
Lake Calumet harbor on the south side of Chicago. Shipping on the Great Lakes also had changed. Steel-
hulled vessels were larger, requiring more width and depth in harbors, and the cargoes changed as the 
principal cargo was now iron ore, not of much use on the Chicago River. The lumber trade had dried up, and 
grain was shipped by railroad. 

 
The City of Chicago continued to try to develop the harbor. In 1909 it was suggested that the outer harbor 

created by the Federal breakwaters be developed for pleasure boats on a plan of circles and boulevards similar 
to Burnham’s plan for Chicago.12

 
Conceived at the same time as the harbor by Jolliet in the 17th century was a canal to link the Great Lakes 

and the Mississippi. Agitation for this water link intensified in the early 19th century. It increased more after 
Illinois became a state in 1818.  Illinois’ northern boundary was shifted to insure that both the site of Chicago, 
the Chicago portage (the low land rise between the South Branch of the Chicago River and the Des Plaines 
River) and the area to be traversed by a canal were all within the boundaries of the “Sucker State.” 
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Various efforts were made to raise the capital necessary for this undertaking. The only assistance coming 
from the Federal government was land grants on either side of the proposed canal. In 1830 the second Illinois 
and Michigan Canal Commission laid out the towns of Chicago and Ottawa, the latter located at the junction 
of the Fox and Illinois rivers. They did this in an effort to sell town lots in the newly created towns to finance 
preliminary work for the canal. Although hardly anything was raised, interest in the canal and the harbor 
intensified. It will be remembered that it was in that year a plan for changing the mouth of the Chicago River 
and protecting it with a line of piers thrust out into the lake was first proposed. The development of the canal 
and the harbor continued apace, one financed by the State and the other by the Federal government. The State 
had much less access to capital, and sought to raise the necessary funds by selling the lands given by the State 
by the Federal government. In 1836 the Canal Commissioners held a successful auction of lots mostly in 
Chicago, and a few were in Ottawa. The total realized in Chicago was $1,522,545.13  Although this was 
considerably greater than the $4,362 realized in the 1830 sale, the money was not immediately forthcoming. 
In 1839 a depression hit and in 1840, 76 of the purchasers, including W.B. Ogden, were asking for a 
considerable reduction in the 1836 price.14

 
The construction of the canal began on July 4, 1836, when with much ceremony, crowds went up the 

Chicago River’s South Branch to hail W.B. Archer as he turned over the first spade of earth. The canal would 
go from Bridgeport (then outside Chicago) to La Salle, where it would join the Illinois River some 96 miles 
south and west of Chicago. The construction was impeded by the state’s lack of capital, but it was finished 
finally in 1848. During the first five years of its existence, the canal’s principal business was the passenger 
traffic. These were mainly settlers who arrived at Chicago and wanted to move west.  In 1853 the Rock Island 
- Chicago Railroad was completed, running beside the canal to LaSalle. The railroad bought out the passenger 
boats. 

 
After 1853 the major business was freight, particularly grain products, lumber, stone and coal. Until well 

after the Civil War, the canal brought in more corn to Chicago than any other single rail line. The Rock 
Island, which ran alongside the canal from Joliet to La Salle, and had access to Iowa as well as Western 
Illinois, never equaled the canal in bushels of corn carried despite the fact that the canal was only open from 
April to November.15

 
The opening of the canal in 1848 soon brought a change in the status of Chicago and its older mid-

western rival, St. Louis. The water connections of Chicago not only with the East via the Great Lakes, but 
also with the Gulf of Mexico and New Orleans, gave the City for the first time an advantage over St. Louis.16  
The first boat to traverse the canal in 1848 carried a cargo of sugar from New Orleans destined for Buffalo, as 
well as some passengers. 

 
Besides transportation, the other value of the canal was the impetus to settlement. Certainly the rapid 

growth of Chicago after 1830, as was noted by previous observers, was in large part due to the future canal 
and the actual canal after 1848. In addition, to further stimulate settlement and the eventual sale of canal 
lands, an important part of the canal’s design by its engineer, William Gooding, was the creation of hydraulic 
power. The water would be drawn directly from Lake Michigan and flow to Lockport 36 miles southwest, 
which was at the same level above seal level as the lake. This source of water on the highest level, or the 
summit level, of the canal gave it a unique value when compared to any other inland American canal. At 
Lockport the land drops 40 feet in five miles – the biggest fall on the 96-mile canal reach. Its terminus at La 
Salle was 150 feet below the Lake Michigan level. Gooding notes in 1839: 

 
“The value of waterpower here [Lockport] and at other points upon the 
canal, by drawing a supply of water directly from Lake Michigan, can be 
fully appreciated after a season of such severe drought as the past. The Des 
Plaines River and many other considerable streams of the country have been 
nearly dried up, and probably three-fourths of the watermills throughout the 
United States have been standing still for the last three months. But had this 
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canal been completed, there would have been, during the season past, an 
unusual supply of water, as the surface of the lake has been nine feet four 
inches above canal bottom, or three feet four inches higher than was 
originally calculated upon for the supply.”17 

 

The canal was not able to directly tap into Lake Michigan when it opened in 1848, because the State was 
so short of capital it was unable to afford the “deep cut” to give the canal direct access to Lake Michigan 
waters. Water power at Lockport was supplied by pumping water out of the Chicago River at Bridgeport and 
from a feeder canal supplied by the Little Calumet River. However, in 1870 with the help of the City of 
Chicago, the “deep cut” was made. The Summit Lock No. 1 at Bridgeport was removed, and the flow of the 
Chicago River was reversed, so it flowed south and west into the Mississippi River instead of into Lake 
Michigan.18 This allowed for a considerable expansion of the hydraulic basin in Lockport and an increase of 
its hydraulic power. The flour mill there increased its runs of stone from six to fourteen. This was the Norton 
flour mill, the biggest in Northern Illinois, and the hydraulic power development there was the largest in the 
state. Although the site was 36 miles from Chicago, because of the flat prairie lands, it was the nearest site 
that could tap the water power from the hydraulic city. And Chicago was the only site above the Niagara 
River that could effectively utilize the water power from the lakes.19

 
The history of the canal as a transportation system follows almost exactly the history of the Chicago 

Harbor. While passenger transportation was effectively destroyed by the railroads, freight haulage increased 
the largest number of boats registered on the canal in 1863. After the 1870s steam was introduced; this 
increased the carrying capacity, but the size of the boats was restricted by the size of the locks. The largest 
gross tonnage was hauled on the canal in 1882.20  There was after this a change in the type of cargoes carried, 
as less stone and lumber were hauled and grain shipments also declined. By the late 1890s, traffic and income 
were way down on the canal. Its locks and the size of its boats were considered out of date. This concern had 
resulted in several studies to enlarge the canal. The first was in 1867; all these studies were based on Federal 
subsidies. Though the studies were federally subsidized, no money for construction was forthcoming from 
that source.21 However, the State continued to press for a “deep waterway.” Construction finally began in 
1920; however, by 1932 the Federal government had to take over and finish the project called “The Illinois 
Waterway.” This was a system of locks and dams from Lockport to the Mississippi with a 9-foot navigational 
capacity. 

 
Besides transportation, Chicago, as it grew, became closely tied to lake water resources for drinking and 

the necessarily related problem of storm runoff and sewage disposal. These two needs presented difficulties to 
the growing town because it was built on low and marshy land; runoff caused problems because of the lay of 
the land and the sluggish Chicago River which, as time passed, became increasingly unable to handle the 
runoff from the burgeoning city. 

 
When the village of Chicago began, its water supply came from wells. By 1836 the Chicago Hydraulic 

Co. was formed to pull water from Lake Michigan. By 1840 an inlet pipe extending 500 feet out into the lake 
had been constructed by this company. There was a pump, a reservoir and about two miles of wooden pipe.22 

 

The other problem was drainage – anything laid below grade would not drain into the Chicago River. So, 
underground sewers could not be constructed. The solution was to raise the streets by 10 feet on those streets 
adjacent to the river. So, buildings had to be raised. The most famous such raising was the elevation of the 
Tremont Hotel using a large number of screw jacks turned simultaneously, devised by George Pullman.23

 
However, increasing runoff into Lake Michigan via the Chicago River created a new problem, as the lake 

became easily contaminated, thus contaminating the water supply. In 1863, the Board of Public Works was 
directed by the City to thrust the water intake two miles out into the lake, via a five-foot diameter tunnel 69- 
feet below the surface of the lake. This would end at a pumping station and  standpipe; the latter is today 
called “The Chicago Water Tower.” The standpipe was necessary to create enough pressure to distribute the 



 
� �
260 

water. Subsequently, a tunnel was built to supply water to the south and east sides. This latter project cost one 
million dollars, the most expensive internal improvement yet in Chicago.24

 
The development of the South Side created additional pollution problems in the Chicago River, which 

would again affect the drinking water supply. So, in 1866 construction was started to deepen the I. and M. 
Canal at the summit level; this was to erase the 10-foot rise between the lake and the canal 15 miles south. 
This, as has been noted above, was completed in 1872. Now the hydraulic problems of the City were united. 
Water transportation and sewage disposal were linked, though it is obvious that the latter interest was 
becoming more important. 

 
By 1889 it was apparent that a deeper cut had to be made, as the Chicago River was again polluting Lake 

Michigan. As a result, the Chicago Metropolitan Sanitary District was created, and its purpose was to 
construct a canal of sufficient depth so that it could pull off Lake Michigan a maximum of 600,000 cubic feet 
of water per minute. This channel would go 28 miles to Lockport. It was completed in 1900, and its width and 
depth made it the biggest canal constructed in the 19 century. It was unique also that though proclaimed a 
navigable waterway, it was really a huge flushing operation, which had no navigable outlet until 1907 when 
the main channel was extended four miles and a powerhouse and a lock were built to make the Sanitary Canal 
and Ship a navigable waterway.25

 
The construction of the Ship and Sanitary Canal necessitated cutting its base down 26 feet below the floor 

of Lake Michigan. This meant that the possibility existed of dropping the level of Lake Michigan and the 
other lakes so that the Niagara River would dry up. This theoretical possibility existed because Joliet was 40 
feet below Lockport, six miles away. Therefore, the Sanitary District designed the controlling works at 
Lockport, so the lake extended 36 miles inland. The controlling works consisted of a “Bear Trap Dam” or a 
variable level dam that would rise and fall as the water level did. It also included a set of traintor or lift gates 
that could divert more water off the Sanitary Canal and into the Des Plaines River tail race. In constructing 
this canal, the Des Plaines River bed had to be moved in several sections between Chicago and Lockport. 
Besides this, the flow of the Chicago River was permanently reversed and its level raised. 26  This indicates 
how the hydraulic city was extending its water tentacles in an even more important way than when the “deep 
cut” was made in 1871 allowing a direct connection between Lake Michigan and the I. and M. Canal. All of 
these developments relate to the unique geographical location of Chicago, that is, the small elevation and 
distance separating Lake Michigan and the Mississippi drainage in that city area. 

 
After the completion of the Sanitary and Ship Canal, the Sanitary District realized it had certain 

inadequacies. First of all, it was not navigable, and therefore objections were raised that Chicago was 
diverting water from Lake Michigan for non-navigable reasons; secondly, it was obvious that much of the 
increased flow in the Des Plaines caused by the diversion could be used to produce hydro-electric power. 
Finally, there were complaints from Joliet particularly that not only was Chicago sending its sewage 
downstate, but was also endangering Joliet, because if the controlling works at Lockport failed, Joliet would 
be engulfed with thousands of feet of lake water, as it was about 40 feet below those controlling works. 

 
For these reasons between 1903 and 1907, the main channel was extended four miles downstream. At the 

new terminus, a hydro-electric power plant was constructed.27  This would, after 1907, generate power for the 
City of Chicago as well as the Sanitary District. The Sanitary District was slow to adopt the hydro-electric 
possibilities available because of the diversion. In Joliet and Marseilles, two inter-urban electric firms had by 
1902 built dams and hydro-electric plants for their use. However, neither of them are now operating, while the 
Sanitary District’s plant is. The possibility of constructing hydro-electric plants on the Des Plaines and Illinois 
Rivers became a major concern. In 1911 Governor Deener informed the special session of the General 
Assembly, called to authorize the construction of a deep waterway from Lockport to the Mississippi, that the 
construction of a new hydro-electric plant on the waterway would generate 2.5 million dollars annually, 
which could easily pay off the 20 million dollar cost of the project.28
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In addition to the hydro-electric plant, the Sanitary District constructed a lock to connect the Ship and 
Sanitary Canal to the I. and M. Canal, making the former navigable. At the controlling works four miles 
north, the Sanitary District engineer, Isham Randolf, designed a unique structure never built again– butterfly 
dam designed to control the Sanitary Canal flow by means of 18 valves or gates individually controllable and 
operated electrically. 

 
The controlling devices were mostly removed or made inoperable when by law the Sanitary District was 

restricted in what it could divert from Lake Michigan, and so erected a guard lock at the mouth of the Chicago 
River, and used other methods for drawing water from the lake. 

 
Besides the use of Chicago’s hydraulic infrastructure for the purposes of trade and commerce, water and 

sewage disposal, the last aspect of this hydraulic system was for national defense– a concern that is frequently 
motivated by irrational fears, yet it does move the people of this nation in strange but forceful ways. Since 
Lake Michigan was the only one of the Great Lakes entirely within the borders of the United States, and since 
this country and Great Britain had agreed not to put armed vessels on the Great Lakes, there was a fear that in 
case of war, Great Britain could send armed vessels from canals like the Rideau to gain control of what was 
called the Northern Frontier. In 1839 Captain Cram pointed out that one of the needs of a good harbor at 
Chicago was for defense. He wrote: 

 
“The importance of Lake Michigan in a military point of view should not be 
overlooked. Its position with respect to the facilities of procuring provisions 
and for transportation, and its unequaled adoption for harbors into which 
armed steamers, and other armed vessels might retire for repairs and 
supplies, would add peculiar value to the inland sea. And in the event of 
war between the United States and the power in possession of all the lakes, 
Lake Michigan might become the scene of contention. A loss of its 
possession would be attended with consequences of serious import to the 
commerce, agriculture, and safety, of a large part of the West."29

 
Cram’s argument was that this need necessitated Federal money for the Chicago port, as it was the best 

place to construct such a harbor. 
 
By the 1860s, the concept of defensive needs had shifted to a canal which would provide a defensive link 

to the Mississippi and the Gulf of Mexico. This argument was put forward during the Civil War and after. In 
the summer of 1863, a National Ship Canal convention was held in Chicago to try and persuade the Federal 
government to construct larger canals into Lake Erie and from Lake Michigan at Chicago to the Mississippi. 
Naturally, part of the argument for such an effort was the commercial advantages in moving farm products 
east and south. However, the defense needs were heavily stressed. The memorial at the conclusion of the 
convention was sent to the President and to Congress. It states: 

“We must, if practical, do as Great Britain has done–construct military 
canals adequate in capacity to admit our gunboats to the Lakes. Thus, we 
shall be placed upon an equality with our neighbors.... 

 
“Prominent among others, is that of enlarging the present Illinois and 
Michigan Canal from Lake Michigan to Joliet, a distance of 36 miles, and 
the improvement of the Illinois and Des Plaines Rivers, so that steamers and 
gunboats which navigate the Mississippi can pass directly into Lake 
Michigan at Chicago. 
 
“The military position is, in a few words, this: On the American side, the 
Northern Frontier is defenseless. It is amply defended on the British side. 
England can take her gun-boats from the ocean through the canals and the 
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St. Lawrence into the Lakes with facility. We cannot do it at all. Great 
Britain has constructed canals for this express purpose. We have no such 
military canals.”30 

 

The concern about Great Britain and a possible naval attack did not lessen after the end of the Civil War. 
In 1867 the United States Congress commissioned a report on enlarging the I. and M. Canal, amongst other 
studies aimed at making the waterways above St. Louis larger so river boats could travel to the Great Lakes. 
The officer-in-charge of these surveys was Brevet Major General J. H. Wilson. In his report on the survey, he 
lays a heavy emphasis on the defense needs. His report to the Secretary of War and Congress is to our eyes 
startling, but it expounds on what could be called a hydraulic concept of defense. 

 
“A thorough discussion of these improvements [of the Illinois River] in 
their military, commercial, and political aspects, if necessary, would be out 
of place at this time, but I cannot forgo a passing allusion to them. The 
recent confederation of the British American provinces shows the anxiety 
felt by the English government in this behalf, and must be regarded as a 
movement in hostility to the people and institutions of the United States. 

 
“While it does not actually increase the aggregate British strength on our 
Northern Frontier, nor in any way encroach upon our territorial rights, it 
consolidates the policy in regard of canals, as well as other matters, and 
renders available the entire force of those provinces in any difficulty that 
may arise between England and the United States. The English are already 
able, by means of a system of internal canals, to pass gun boats of nine feet 
draft into Lake Erie and Ontario, and are contemplating a new canal which 
will enable them to reach Huron without coming in reach of American 
territory at any point. The canals already finished were constructed 
avowedly for military as well as commercial purposes, and in case of war 
will enable the English to drive our commerce from the lakes and destroy or 
lay under construction nearly every important city on our Northern Frontier. 
But in addition they can inflict upon us a still more vital injury when they 
have gotten possession of the Lakes by severing the main line of our 
communication with the east for heavy products. [emphasis in the original] 

 
“...We are debarred by treaty stipulation from keeping a navy upon the 
Lakes, as this may be well enough [for it saves the cost of building 
ships]....But as we have no communication between the Lakes and the sea 
coast suitable for vessels of war, we cannot expect to meet the enemy upon 
anything like terms of equality when the emergency arises. It will not do to 
depend upon permanent defenses for the purposes of barring the entrance to 
the Lakes, for unfortunately they cannot be so situated, nor so constructed, 
as to completely subserve the object in view. 

 
“There are but two ways in which we can thoroughly protect our Northern 
Frontier in time of war, and relieve ourselves of a continuous menace in 
times of peace. The government must either connect the lakes and the 
Mississippi river by a canal of sufficient capacity to accommodate gun 
boats suitable for service on the lakes, or prepare for the annexation or 
conquest of Canada. [emphasis in the original]  As a military measure the 
construction of a canal will be effective, and fortunately for this country this 
can be done at an expense which must be regarded as insignificant when 
compared with the objects to be obtained.”31
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This might seem a little overwrought, or it might be a way of inducing Federal expenditures by shifting 

from commercial concerns which the United States government at that time felt was the responsibility of the 
states, to the needs of defense which was a Federal obligation. However, whatever the motives, the argument 
is based upon a hydraulic view of Chicago, the Midwest and the Great Lakes, and land defenses are not 
sufficient to protect this fluid frontier. 

 
In 1900 George Stone, the Secretary of the Chicago Board of Trade, wrote the Secretary of War pleading 

for Federal assistance in constructing a deep waterway from Chicago to the Mississippi. 
 

“A ship waterway, free from foreign control, from the Gulf of Mexico to the 
chain of Great Lakes, and hence to the Atlantic Ocean was the plan for the 
internal transportation and national defense foreshadowed by the genius of 
Albert Gallatin....The National Government should without delay enter 
upon this great work, the commercial and military importance of which 
could hardly be exaggerated.”32

 
This plea again emphasizes the defense needs in inland water transportation development. The deep 

waterway on the Illinois Waterway would be built, started by the State of Illinois in the 1920s, and finished in 
1933 by the United States Army Corps of Engineers. The only tangible connection to defense needs was its 
use during World War II to ship boats and submarines made on Lake Michigan down to New Orleans. 

 
Andre Guillerme in his work The Age of Water traces the cycle of urban development and decline in 

Northern France. Development reached a peak in the Middle Ages with the use of water technology for 
power, sanitation and defense. However, in the 17th and 18th centuries this system was viewed as basically 
polluted and a threat to health. As a result, the water networks were buried, water went underground as 
underground sewers were built and canals were filled. All of this was designed to make the water invisible.33

 
Currently in Chicago, the hydraulic city is expending billions to build a Deep Tunnel project. These 

tunnels, 150-300 feet below ground, will carry off storm water runoff. In addition, old quarries will be used to 
store water until it can be treated. 

 
Guillerme in his work says the burying of the water networks was the result of urban decay, particularly 

of the cloth-producing northern hydraulic cities. But, of course, Chicago was never a purely hydraulic city, 
even though its hydraulic development required and still requires constant environmental modifications as a 
result of the City’s relationship to Lake Michigan and the inland waterways to the west and south of its 
corporate limits. 
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News and historical notes from Mainstreet Lockport

John  Lamb

Mainstreet Lockport hopes
that most of you enjoyed yourself
at the “Experience Old Lockport”
last weekend. We hope to make
this an annual affair.

Now we look forward to the
8th annual running of the Duck
Derby June 22 on the Illinois and
Michigan Canal. This is the same
site that in the days of yore canal
boats used to race down the canal
to be first to get locked through at
the Division Street lock.

Now ducks paddle around and
egrets wade in, but at 2 p.m. on
the 22nd, yellow duckies will roar
down this historic waterway
racing for the $1,000 prize. That
winning ducky could be yours for
just $5.00 a ticket. Derby Day
tickets are available at the
Mainstreet office or at the Public
Landing from Tim and from
Mainstreet members. Just call
834-0700!

And up ahead is the annual
1836 event, commiserating Lock-
port’s birth, which will be in
September. This event will have
entertainment, a silent auction
and a general good time. The
exact date hasn’t been set, but it
is coming.

Another coming attraction is
the Norton Building fall concert
series. These tickets are quickly
sold out, so get on the mailing list
now, otherwise you may be
disappointed. Call Tallgrass
Restaurant 838-5566. The three
fall concerts will feature a cellist,
a string quartet and a piano trio.

Sounds good now, but just wait
until you hear them sounds!

[some lines are missing]

... Harry walker and his wife,
Mary Walker, in 1939-1941. This
indicates that historic landmark
designation is not based upon age,
but the significance of the
building. A public hearing on this
proposal will be held at 7:30 p.m.,
June 18th in Central Square.

As already mentioned,
Lockport, the town, started in
1836. Settlers had arrived by
1830, and the Indians were forced
by Federal law to depart by 1834.

When it became apparent that
construction on a canal would
begin, naturally those early
settlers sought to take advantage
of this and get a town started, this
being such a beautiful spot.

This advertisement, placed in
the Chicago Democrat on July 20,
1836, by Armstead Runyon would
stampede people into investing in
the future town of Lockport.

“On Wednesday the third day
of August next will be offered for
sale 125 lots in the town of
L o c k p o r t .  L o c kp o r t  i s
handsomely situated on the east
half of the Des Plaines River,
immediately on the Illinois and
Michigan Canal half a mile above
the first lock at the head of the
basin.

“The canal is under contract
and the work now commenced at
this town. This town is

surrounded by many local
advantages.

“The road from Chicago down
the line of the canal passes
through it to the Yankee
Settlement one mile to the east;
Plainfield is 8 miles west;
Naperville 10 miles to the
northwest; it is 6 miles north of
Juliet (Joliet now) and 31 from
Chicago.

“The town is handsomely laid
out partly on the Bluff and partly
on the flat down to the canal. It
will be watered by many valuable
never-failing Springs of cold
water. The town is surrounded
with valuable stone quarries, and
on the bluff the most extensive
grove of good timber that lies
anywhere on the canal. The many
local advantages that Lockport
has must render it soon a place of
great importance.

“The proprietor thinks the best
recommendation this town can
have is to sell on the ground.

“Sale to commence at ten
o’clock a.m. Terms of sale will be
made known on the day of the
sale, which will be liberal.

“A Public House will be
opened before the day of the
sale.”

Armstead Runyon was the first
settler in Lockport. The Public
House was the Horace Morse
establishment. The site sounds
absolutely wonderful, and maybe
it was. The story will be
continued in future columns.
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JOLIET LIMESTONE:
The Rise and Fall of a Nineteenth Century

Building Material and Its Architectural Impact
on the Joliet, Illinois, Area

by John M. Lamb

Prepared for the Illinois History Symposium
of the Illinois State Historical Society

This paper addresses the architectural use of dolomite limestone, a particular type of stone found in
outcroppings along the Des Plaines River between Chicago and Joliet.  This stone has been and still is quarried
for a number of construction uses.  It is quarried today as crushed rock, and it was quarried and fired in the
19th century to make lime for hydraulic cement.  It was also quarried for a flux used in processing steel.  But
I want to look at its use as a load-bearing building material between the 1830s and about 1917.  This type of
construction requires the stone to be cut and then laid in courses as it was found in the quarries.  It could only
be used as a weight-bearing wall.  It was formed over a period of several million years in layers beneath
prehistoric lakes.  In the process, lime was deposited in layers of various thicknesses.  The glaciers grew and
subsequently receded at a later period.  So the material wasn’t deposited in solid blocks as were other stone
building materials such as Bedford limestone, marble and granite.1  Because of its formation, when using the
dolomite limestone for construction, the blocks had to be laid as they were in the quarries.

This paper will explore the development of this material in building structures, how architecturally its
use changed, and why its use for solid weight-bearing masonry disappeared in the 20th century.

The first use of this stone for construction was in 1835 when stone outcroppings on the western side
of the Des Plaines River in Joliet were quarried by Joliet’s first stone cutter and mason, C.W. Brandon, to build
a stone for Martin Demmond.2

In 1836, construction began on the Illinois and Michigan Canal. The construction of the locks, bridges
and aqueducts required the quarrying of the local stone.  Also, it was fired to produce the lime that became
hydraulic cement used for mortar in those structures.  This brought a number of stonemasons and stone cutters
to the area.  The quarries that were opened were located close to the canal and seemed to provide stone for local
construction only.

A number of these quarries were located on the north side of Joliet near the river and the canal, in what
was known as the Canal Trustees’ Addition.  There were also a number of stonemasons and stone cutters
located in that area.3  In 1849, Joliet’s True Democrat, reporting on developments in the Canal Trustees’
Addition, notes that a number of stone houses were under construction.4  The quarries in that area are still quite
visible along Broadway Street in Joliet.

In 1850 there were three quarries in Joliet employing nine men.  By 1860 one quarry had eight
employees and was producing the more sophisticated “dressed stone” used in building construction.5

As already noted, this material in the quarries was layered.  It was mined by drilling, which consisted
of pounding with metal bars to create indentations along a seam in the bedrock.  Then these indentations were
enlarged by driving metal bars into the rock.  It is true that a contractor on the canal developed a rock drill, but
this seems to have been used for clearing the canal prism of rick north of Lockport rather than for quarrying
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itself.6  In the quarry the upper layers of rock were thinner and the stone was used for sidewalks and vaulting
over cellars.  The lower levels of a quarry produced thicker veins which were used for dimensional stone in
buildings, and in the 1870s and thereafter these dimensional stones were carved for various building features.7

It seems that most of the stone commercially quarried before the Civil War was used for foundations,
lintels, water tables, and sills.  The most significant project was the State Penitentiary in Joliet.  The site for
this project had plenty of accessible stone, so it could be used for construction, and it was later quarried by
prison labor for sale.

Until the late 1860s most, if not all, of the quarrying was for stone to be used locally.  After 1867, that
changed, and the quarrying industry became so active it could scarcely keep up with the demand.  The change
occurred largely because of the construction of the Rock Island Arsenal in Illinois.  The director of this project,
Col. Rodman, decided after making tests of various Midwestern stone to use the Joliet limestone particularly
from H. H. Steel’s quarry, located just north of Joliet.8  This project required a huge amount of stone to be
shipped, basically by railroad.  In 1869 alone 29,925 railroad carloads were transported for the project.  The
demand soon eclipsed the capabilities of Joliet’s quarries, and Lemont quarries subsequently entered into
contracts with the Army.9  The result was that demand for the dolomitic limestone from the Des Plaines Valley
expanded not only from the quarrying, but also from the use of the stone for public buildings in Illinois (among
them the new State Capitol building), as well as in buildings in Iowa and Madison, Wisconsin.  W. A. Steele,
the mayor of Joliet, besides being a leader in the stone industry, noted that by 1871 from 550 to 750 men were
working in the quarries at Joliet, and more quarries were being opened.10

By 1884 it is reported that the quarries were open nine months of the year, and they employed 700 to
1,000 men, and they shipped about 3,000 carloads per month.  The stone was in demand not only because of
its strength, but also because it was cheaper than brownstone, marble or granite.11  It was shipped by railroad
as well as by the I & M Canal, as there were many quarries located on the banks of this waterway.  Quarries
such as the Joliet Stone Co. had steam-driven saws, polishers, and rubbing blocks so that it was possible for
the stone to be finished in the quarry.12  Joliet was proud of itself because of the booming quarrying business
and began calling itself the “Stone City.”  On the north side of town, where the quarrying business began and
continued, 1st, 2nd, and 3rd streets were renamed “Stone,” “Lime” and “Marble” streets, respectively in 1880.

The quarrying industry peaked in the 1890s and quickly declined at the turn of the century.  What
caused the rapid decline of the market for this popular building material?  There were, I believe, three causes
which are listed below, not in order of importance:

1.  The popularity of Indiana Bedford Limestone.  This limestone is a true limestone.  It is cut from
solid beds and, hence, is not layered like the dolomite limestone from the Joliet area.  It had many
advantages over the native stone. It could be cut and laid as a veneer over brick masonry; it did not
have to be laid as the weight-bearing element.  It was also easier to carve, being not quite so hard as
the Joliet stone.  It was easier to saw, and it gave a uniform gray look on a building, unlike the various
subtle hues of the dolomite limestone (although to my eyes this stone has the dullness of concrete).
However, the Bedford Limestone appealed to early 20th century taste, which exhibited a bent for
classical buildings with uniform walls, uniformly laid with uniform color.  New public buildings such
as the Joliet Post Office and the Joliet Union Station were all built early in this century using the
Bedford Limestone.

2.  Another cause for the shift in popularity from the local stone was the development and spread in
popularity of Portland cement.  This new cement was harder than the old hydraulic cement which,
though ideal for pointing masonry walls, was too soft to be used by itself as a structural medium.  In
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addition, the local limestone served as an ideal aggregate when crushed for use in the new cement.
Crushed rock quarrying was less labor-intensive than block quarrying.  In the 1890s this type of
mining made its appearance, and it continues at a high level of activity even today.13

3.  The third cause of this decline was, in my opinion, the consolidation of the quarries in the 1890s.
This, in part, was a response to the strikes and labor conflicts in 1885.  These troubles caused the
consolidation of quarries along the Des Plaines by companies such as the Western Stone Co.  The cut
stone still being produced at that time was flagstone for vaults over basement entrances for coal
storage.  Also, rubble stone was being produced for foundations in residences.  But most of all, the
production was crushed stone.14

The mining of this local product produced over the 19th century a variety of architectural styles that
gave a distinctive appearance to the Joliet streetscape.  Although the first structure built of the material was
the Demmond Building, a commercial building, the material was also used for residences.  The Demmond
Building had six bays facing the street (Bluff Street).  It was a typical, large Greek Revival building.  It is now
gone, but in the quarrying area in the northern part of the city along Broadway Street the homes built by quarry
workers are still in existence.  These residences were, as  noted in 1849 by Joliet’s True Democrat, in an area
that is still mainly rural.  These houses are basically Greek Revival style built by skilled stonemasons and stone
cutters.  The stone work was laid rubble with the corners buttressed by regularly cut stones for quoins.
Sometimes the basic Greek Revival style is modified by the post-Civil War Victorian style bays made of
regular cut and dressed stone.  One of the most impressive products of the stonemasons of this era (who were
mainly German immigrants) is St. John’s Catholic Church, which was built in 1866.  The Gothic church
replaced the first structure that was built in 1855, also of stone.  That structure was destroyed by a lightning
storm in 1864.15

The first structure in Joliet designed by a major architect was the Illinois State Penitentiary, built in
1858.  The architects were W.W. Boyington and D.W. Wheelock.  Boyington continued to fashion Gothic-style
structures using Joliet limestone, for in 1868 he designed the Chicago Water Tower and Pumping Station, still
one of Chicago’s most famous surviving castellated structures.16  Boyington’s designs illustrate that there was
a stylistic preference in the use of the local limestone for either 19th Century Gothic or Richardson Romanesque
architectural design.

In Joliet there were a number of architects practicing from 1870 to shortly after the turn of the century,
but I want to single out four of them who were particularly associated with the use of the native stone.  The
earliest of these to appear on the scene was Hugo Boehm, who came to Joliet in 1871.  He seems to have had
no formal training in architecture, but like the others he had a background in Engineering.  He was first an
engineer at the steel rolling mill, and from 1875 to 1883 he was the Joliet city engineer.17  It was this latter
period that he began to do architectural work, particularly in the design of public schools.  Though these
buildings no longer exist, a Catholic school, St. Mary’s, does survive and is currently used as a community
center.  Other buildings that he designed and that still stand, are a Lutheran church and a large Catholic church,
St. Mary’s, that is now standing vacant in downtown Joliet.  One of his most characteristic Gothic designs is
the Sehring house, now occupied by the Joliet Catholic Diocese.  It has an abundance of castellated towers and
uses rusticated heavy-appearing stone for the walls, towers, and cornice.  All his surviving structures are
designed in the style of the late 19th century heavy Gothic.  Boehm was still practicing in 1900, but by then it
appears that there was little interest in heavy native stone Gothic structures.

One of the most significant of these late 19th century Joliet architects working in stone was Julian
Barnes.  Barnes was born in 1856 and his family moved from the East to Joliet in 1858.  In 1877 he went to
Northwestern University to study engineering, and he remained in school until 1880.  In 1881 he opened
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practice in Joliet.18  He was a very successful architect and one of his most important surviving stone structures
is the Auditorium Building, built in 1891 in downtown Joliet.  This structure was designed for multiple uses.
It was owned by the Universalist Church, and its space was easily converted to a large auditorium.  On the
ground floor there were stores, and on the second and third floors, besides the auditorium, there were offices
and a music college.  The building has decorative turrets on the corners.  These decorative features
predominated in the commercial stone buildings.  The arches for the windows on the main business facade
extend from the third floor to the second.  The six bays so formed encompass tall rectangular windows with
two-story pilasters supporting the arch.   On the first floor the lateral store front windows convey a lateral
instead of the vertical thrust of the upper stories.  The pillars used to support the entrance arches are made of
granite instead of Joliet limestone.  This was typical of 1890s buildings, namely, the use of other types of stone
for the entrance.

The same style of commercial architecture is carried out in other less imposing buildings of that period,
as can be seen in the Stevens Building (now known as the Eby Brown Building).  It has two-story arched
windows, decorative corner turrets, and the lateral statement on the ground floor (which was originally
occupied by a harness and bicycle store).  These distinctive touches indicate that the building was designed by
Julian Barnes.  It was built in 1895.

Equally interesting, although not so imposing as the Auditorium Building, is Julian Barnes’ home in
Joliet.  The sophistication of the stone work on this local stone building gives some indication of the skill of
the quarry workers in the 1890s when it was built.  Julian Barnes died around 1910.

Another one of these architects was John Barnes, a brother of Julian Barnes.  He was born in 1867.
He was trained at the University of Illinois, where he studied under Nathan Ricker, who was much influenced
by the work of H. H. Richardson.  Before practicing in Joliet, Barnes worked in Denver and Iowa.  In Joliet
he was particularly associated with school buildings.  Although none of these buildings survives, he designed
the Lockport Central Square school building (built in 1896), which property mirrors his Farragut School in
Joliet.  He also designed the Richards Street Methodist Church in Joliet.  These buildings have rusticated stone
walls of irregularly laid limestone.19  It is interesting to note that he also designed the Cutting Building in Joliet
using a Bedford limestone veneer over brick masonry.  The building, built in 1900, is designed in the old style
with arches, turrets, and ample decoration instead of the classical limestone buildings of a later era.  In 1914
Barnes ceased practicing architecture and opened a car dealership.

The last of these four architects I want to examine is Frank S. Allen (1860-1930).  He came to Joliet
in 1887 to design the Christ Episcopal Church. It is a 19th Century Gothic style, called “Old English”  in
contemporary accounts.  It has an atrium-type entrance and a cloistered walk.  It is now on the National
Register of Historic Places.  Another of his surviving stone buildings is a commercial structure called the
Barber Building, located in downtown Joliet.  This building has been badly butchered, but a few of the original
details such as arches and pilasters remain on the second floor.  The last building Allen did in Joliet was the
Joliet Township High School in 1900.  The walls are of Joliet limestone, but all the trim and lintels on this
academic Gothic building are of Bedford limestone. In 1903 Allen left Joliet for the West Coast.

In 1903 the Daniel H. Burnham firm was hired to design the Joliet Public Library.  Again, the load-
bearing walls are of the local product, but the decorative elements are of granite and the ubiquitous Bedford
limestone.20  It seems that the public buildings had still to retain some element of the material that made Joliet
the “Stone City.”  It should be noted that these four local architects mentioned above designed the structures
in materials other than dolomitic limestone. Judging by those buildings that have survived, it appears that those
most significant were built using this material.
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The Architecture of the Grain Trade on the Illinois and Michigan Canal

by John M. Lamb

In the 1830s settlers poured into the prairies of Illinois acquiring cheap land for farming. This cheap
land ($1.25 an acre) was rich, unbroken prairie soil. Once it was turned over by a sod breaker plow, no
cleaning was necessary for lush grain production. The problem these few farmers faced was getting their
grain to market. Grain was transported in sacks which were difficult to handle and transport in large
quantities.

In the 1840s in Chicago entrepreneurs were beginning to develop ways of handling grain in bulk by
using conveyor belts and gravity to move it.

Work began on the Illinois and Michigan Canal on July 4, 1836. This waterway would connect Lake
Michigan to the Illinois River, and thus provide a water connection between the East and the Mississippi,
as the Illinois flows into the Mississippi.

Amongst those who came to Illinois lured by the canal and its construction was Hiram Norton.
Norton was born in New York, but orphaned; he moved to Canada at a young age. Although he would return
to New York for schooling, he settled in Canada at Prescott, Ontario. He soon became a leading businessman.
He was a partner in a stagecoach line to Montreal. Prescott is located on the Saint Lawrence, and Norton was
involved in water transportation, first of all in the manufacture of a steamboat that could safely and swiftly
breast the Saint Lawrence rapids. It was not a success, so Norton transferred the power system to his factory.1

He was also involved in canal construction for a canal on the Saint Lawrence that was never completed. For
this project he quarried limestone that was fired into hydraulic cement used for mortar in locks and other
underwater structures.

Norton left Canada in 1838, in part because as a Yankee he felt vulnerable. He resigned from the
Common House of Assembly to which he had been elected, and headed for Illinois, which he had visited in
1837 to see the I & M Canal construction. He was soon engaged in mining hydraulic cement in Lockport and
elsewhere on the canal route.2  He also in 1842 built the largest grain warehouse on the Chicago River.

This structure was designed to lift grain by means of buckets on a belt to the top of the building from
where it could be fed into bins, and eventually into boats on the river. The only trouble was that the power
for lifting the grain was supplied by a horse hoisted to the top of the structure, where it toiled with no relief
in what was called the “head house.” This allowed the movement and storage of grain by bulk, but the power
source was a problem.3

Norton was very interested in shipping grain from Chicago to the East. In 1842 Gov. John Davis of
Massachusetts was investigating, at the request of English and Eastern bankers, the feasibility of loaning
additional money for the completion of the canal. He consulted with Norton on the profitability of grain
shipments by water. Norton, he acknowledged in his report, knew a great deal about the grain market.4

In 1848 the canal was completed, and Norton opened a grain warehouse on the canal in Lockport.
The locally quarried stone structure could hold 200,000 bushels of grain. Lifting was powered by steam. It
was located near where the grain was produced, so farmers could bring their wheat or corn in wagons, have
it weighed, then dump it into a hopper in the basement, from whence it was carried to the head house at the
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top of the building. This wood frame structure was seventeen feet tall and of substantial dimensions. It
contained the steam-powered machinery, as well as the device used to shift the grain down to the designated
bins for storage.

The stone building was a typical square warehouse; it is still in use, although not as a grain
warehouse.5 It had no floors and was held plumb by an exterior iron rosette attached to an interior iron cross
bracing.  Except for the head house, it was designed like a typical warehouse.

Besides his grain warehouse, Norton also built a flouring mill using water power derived from the
canal at a hydraulic basin a few blocks from his warehouse. This became one of the largest flouring mills in
the state. His business also had five canal boats. In 1854 he built a three-story addition to the grain warehouse
for a dry goods store and offices.6  In 1872 he converted the power system from steam to water power. The
water was drawn off the canal at the warehouse, dropped eighteen feet to power a turbine, and was
discharged through a tunnel under the canal to the Des Plaines River. The canal was some eighteen feet
above the nearby river. Besides dumps for unloading wagons, the warehouse had a power-driven scoop for
unloading canal boats. Power was also used to unload and load railroad cars after 1860.

Two blocks north of Norton’s operation, the State Canal Commissioners built in 1838 a warehouse
to store and sell equipment to the canal contractors. After the canal opened, it was converted to a grain
warehouse by George Martin. The head house was located at the peak of the gabled roof. Grain bins were
added and two arched wagon entrances were cut through the stone walls. Martin advertised that his dump
could unload a wagon in from two-to-five minutes. Like Norton, Martin in the late 1850s, added a three-story
Italianate wing of cut stone for a store and offices. The original 1838 warehouse part had been built from
rubble stone cut from the canal prism.

In 1878 Martin went bankrupt. George Gaylord took over the operation, running the store and the
grain business until his death in 1886. The building was then used for a number of businesses, but not as a
grain warehouse. In the 1980s the structure was restored to its appearance in the 1880s by Gaylord
Donnelley, a grandson of George Gaylord. It is now called “The Gaylord Building” and is owned by the
National Trust for Historic Preservation. It houses a restaurant, a museum, and offices. 

The Gaylord Building and the Norton Building are the earliest surviving examples of the grain
elevator. That term began to supercede “grain warehouse” by the 1870s. In 1872 Norton advertised his
building as a “Fireproof  Steam Elevator Warehouse.” 8  

Traveling down the canal about 18 miles west of Lockport, there is the site of the former village of
Dresden. It was a town on the canal until 1853, when the Rock Island Railroad was built and established a
stop a few miles north of Dresden, called Minooka. As a result, Dresden’s businesses and church moved to
Minooka. All that was left in Dresden was a cemetery, a farmhouse that had been a stagecoach stop, and an
inn. There was also a frame structure on the canal called “the grainery” locally.

The building today resembles a barn. The lower floor had stables and was used as a mule barn when
mules hauled canal boats. There were two other floors, now gone, with extensive bracing still in place that
was used to store grain in sacks when the canal was in operation. The building was built in the 1850s and
indicates that even after the Civil War, farmers were still shipping wheat in sacks, rather than in bulk.9

The movement to bulk shipment was well established before that. The Chicago Board of Trade,
established in 1848, was by 1854 appealing to other trade organizations in cities like Milwaukee, Detroit and
Toledo, to use their influence to grade and measure grain by weight and not by bushels and half bushels. As
the Chicago historian Andreas notes:  “The [Chicago Board of Trade] effort resulted in bringing about the
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desired reform, thereby opening the way for all improved methods of grading, storing, transporting and
transferring grain in bulk.” 10

The shipment of grain in bulk had by 1861 created the specialized structure we call “the elevator.”
That mid-western building type that used the technology for moving and storing grain that Norton had
developed, but housed it in higher buildings with a wooden metal-clad fabric. These elevators were the tallest
buildings in many a small farm town. The architecture now was defined by the function. The head house was
not a separate part of the structure, but an integral part of the building. 

One of the earliest of these wooden elevators on the canal still stands in Seneca, Illinois, about 70
miles west of Chicago. There were many of these along the I & M Canal in its heyday, but this is the last one
left. It was built in 1862 by John Armour of Ottawa. It was called “Armour’s Warehouse” until 1872, when
the designation was changed to “Armour’s Grain Elevator.” 11  The structure is a specialized one that could
only be used as a grain elevator or as a museum, as it is currently. This contrasts with the multiple uses the
Norton and Gaylord buildings were put to after the grain business on the canal declined. In the Armour
elevator the head house is an integral part of the structure; it could not be removed as it was on the Norton
Building. The wood exterior was, sometime during the 19th century,  metal sided for fire protection. Power
was originally steam power; the boiler was fueled by burning corn cobs. By the 20th century a gasoline engine
powered the lifting system.

Unlike the Norton or Gaylord operations which used railroad transportation as soon as it was
available about 1860, the Armour elevator did not have railroad connections until 1883, though the Rock
Island Railroad came through Seneca in 1853. The building was built too low to load railroad cars by gravity,
so a power loading dock had to be added.12  The elevator still has its 19th century machinery and is now
owned and maintained by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources.

There were many other elevators on the Illinois and Michigan Canal, but they were torn down or
destroyed by fire as the canal’s usefulness as a waterway declined. At the beginning of the 20th century the
canal was badly maintained by its owner, the State of Illinois. The average depth of the canal by 1915 was
four feet, two feet lower than the minimum depth during the 19th century. As a result, boats could not be fully
loaded; also, boats could not be docked next to elevators for loading, so in 1915, the final year of grain
shipping on the canal, the boats had to be loaded from bridges going over the canal.13

The Illinois and Michigan Canal continued to ship grain until the early 20th century. The competition
from the railroads did not substantially reduce traffic until the end of the 19th century, when the construction
of the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal diverted water from the I and M Canal, reducing its minimum depth
from 6 feet to 4 feet.

Grain shipment by waterway continues in Illinois on routes parallel to the old I & M Canal. This
waterway is called “The Illinois Waterway” and consists of the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal and the
slack water navigation on the Des Plaines and Illinois Rivers.

Elevators along this waterway still take grain from farmers’ trucks dumped into a lower level, then
hoisted to the head house from which it is directed to various bins and then moved by gravity to the holds
in the barges. It is still the same system Hiram Norton pioneered in 1848. These elevators have head houses
crowning their top. The structures themselves are circular silos of poured concrete. They are several stories
higher than 19th century elevators and usually have no rail connections. The elevator changed from a
warehouse-like structure to an architecture of a very specialized nature, good for only grain shipping, unlike
the Hiram Norton Building.
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