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35th Congress, ) HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES. < Report

1st Session. \ { No. 374.

NIAGARA SHIP CANAL.
[To accompany Bill H. R. No. 432.]

May 11, 1858.—Ordered to be printed.

Proposed to be reported by Mr. Burroughs.

The undersigned, majority of the committee to whom were referred

numerous memorials and resolutions, asking for a grant of lands to

aid in the, construction of a ship canal around the falls of Niagara,

report

:

That among the papers asking for such grant are joint resolutions

adopted by the legislatures of several States, namely : New York,

Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin ; and also resolu-

tions adopted by the boards of trade of several important cities,

namely : Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukie, Racine, and twenty-five peti-

tions, numerously signed, coming from all the important commercial

towns of the northern States ; most of the petitioners are connected

with commerce, and well unerstand the wants of the country. Within
a quarter of a century these pioneers of commerce have given birth

to cities and towns in the great valley of the north, which make the
" wildest tales of magic appear credible."

Their opinions have the value which genius and enterprise give to

personal experience and demonstration, and are entitled to the highest

consideration.
" The attention of the general government was called to the subject

as early as the year 1835, and during tnat year a survey was made
around the Niagara Falls, with the view to* the construction of a

canal, under the direction of Captain W. G. Williams, of the United
States topographical engineers, by the order of the general govern-
ment. The report of Captain Williams is a very able one, and reflects

great credit upon him, not only as a scientific engineer, but as a man
of wide and expansive views and far-reaching foresight and sagacity.

Limited as was the commerce of the great lakes then, and imperfectly

as the natural resources of the lake country had then been developed,

he clearly foresaw the great importance of such a canal, not only to

the States immediately adjacent to these inland seas, but to the whole
Union, and urged with great earnestness and emphasis the con-

struction of such a work in aid of the ' national commerce ' As was
natural, the canal then proposed was much less in capacity than the

present one ; and, like the Welland canal, of our Canadian neighbors,

would have been entirely inadequate to the already wonderfully in*

creased and ever increasing commerce of the west."
It cannot be doubted that this great national work will, at no distant

day, under the patronage of government, be completed
;
perhaps it is

not to be regretted that it has been delayed until the present time.
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If the construction had been entered upon in 1880, upon the plan
proposed by Captain Williams, the wants of commerce would have
demanded its reconstruction aud enlargement at a very early period.

As the relations of commerce assume settled forms, everything
pertaining to it is made to conform to the severest calculations of
economy. This fact could hardly receive a simpler or more truthful

illustration than by reference to the carrying trade of the great central

valley of New York, through which the commerce of the west has
mainly been conducted for a period of seventy years. Before the
year 1796 it cost to transport by wagons from Schenectady to Seneca
falls, a distance of 212 miles, $100 per ton. During that year the
" Western Navigation Company" got their locks into operation, and
boats carrying " sixteen tons" were enabled to pass from Schenectady
to Seneca falls. This achievement of what was then thought a great
enterprise, reduced the price to $33 per ton on up freight, and half
that sum on down freight, the difference in cost being chargeable to

the current in the rivers; the propelling power then in use was primi-
tive poles and oars in the dexterous hands of hardy voyageurs.

The completion of the Erie canal, connecting the waters of Lake
Erie with the Hudson river, in 1825, inaugurated a new era to western
transportation and northern commerce.
The average capacity of boats first used on the Erie canal was 35

tons, and the cost of transportation on "up freight," between Albany
and Buffalo, (a distance of 362 miles,) was, in 1826, $25 per ton.

The construction of boats adapted to this then new method of trans-

portation was at that period but little understood ; and improvements
in structure (without any increase in the capacity of the canal) caused
a reduction of 20 per cent, in the cost of transportation within fifteen

years ; and at the present time the price per ton is reduced to less

than five dollars. During the last fifteen years improvements in lake

navigation and railroad transit, with its lightning speed, have wrought
great and important changes in the western carrying trade through
the great northern valley ; and the Chicago merchant now sits at

his counter, calculating by careful decimals the difference in cost per

ton by the different routes of transportation between his city and the

great American metropolis. It would hardly be credible, did not
figures demonstrate the fact, that a saving of ten cents per ton on
freight passing to and from the west through this gateway, would
amount to six hundred and eighty-one thousand dollars per annum,
taking the tonnage of 1856 for computation.

The carrying trade is the right arm of all agricultural industry, of
commerce, and of civilization.

It gives birth to the surplus productions of industry by opening a

market ; it increases the producer's wealth by cheapening the price

of transit ; and upon this increase of wealth, and this alone, in this

country, and in every part of the globe, in our time and during all

past ages, has depended the civilization of the world's inhabitants.

Our Constitution has wisely conferred upon Congress the power "to
regulate commerce with foreign nations and among the several States.

'

'

In the exercise of this power careful and just discrimination should

be made between subjects of a character purely national or purely
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private. And great consideration and support is due to every enter-

prise affecting broad districts of country and millions of people. Great

and widespread aggregate benefits give to any enterprise a national

character; and although such enterprise should partake in great de-

gree of a private nature, it is clearly the duty of government to lend

its aid to every such enterprise to the extent of its utility and neces-

sity, so far as an application of its means can be made with just and
equitable regard to every other district and part of the republic.

Acting under well-settled constitutional authority and upon pa-

triotic views of duty, having regard to the "general welfare," the

government have, by authority of Congress, constructed harbors and
light-houses, and improved navigable rivers, during the whole period

of its national existence ; and, in the spirit of enlightened patriotism,

have contributed large tracts of the public domain to aid in the con-

struction of railroads and the support of educational institutions in

several States. A liberal grant of land was made in 1854 to aid a
private corporation, created by the government of Michigan, in con-

structing a canal around the falls of St. Mary, in the State of Mich-
igan. And although this great national work cost the government
750,000 acres of valuable lands, the achievement is believed to have
the approval of the nation. Opening a navigable communication for

vessels of 1,000 tons burden between the copper and iron mountains of

Lake Superior and the coal fields of Ohio and Pennsylvania, will ever

be regarded as honorable to the patriotism of the men who gave life

to the enterprise by contributing a part of the public domain.
The Mediterranean ocean and the Black sea receive the waters of

about two millions of square miles of land, (which deducting moun-
tainous regions not available to cultivation,) contrasted with the great
northern basin of the American continent, in which lies a chain of

lakes and rivers, receiving the waters of one million two hundred
thousand square miles of land, will be found to have resources scarcely

greater for sustaining human life than ourown "Mediterranean" valley.

The following table presents these:

Northern lakes and connecting rivers.

Length. Breadth. Coast, Am. Coast, Brit. Total.

Elver St. Lawrence
Miles.

600
200
37

300
55
50

350
50

300
70

450
18

Miles. Miles.

150
250
60

350
40
50

500
200
800
120
800
36

Miles.

1,200
300
40

300
70
50

300

Miles.

1,350
Lake Ontario .......... 60 550
Niagara river 100
Lake Erie ... 70

25
650

Lake St. Clair and river

Huron river .. .

110
100

Lake Huron ..

Mackinaw straits _.

100
10

90

800
200

Lake Michigan . 800
St. Maty's river 80

400
200

Lake Superior .......... 200 1,200
St. Louis i iver . .. 36

2., 480 555 3,356 2,740 6,096
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Showing ;m aggregate of accessible coast of 6,0% miles in extent, to

which should be added Georgian and other bays not set down, making
more than 7,000 miles.

In the States of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin there
are under cultivation 13,060,697 acres, which produced, in 1850,
165,455,061 bushels of wheat, rye, corn, and oats.

There are in these four States alone 101,575,102 acres of unculti-
vated lands.

It will be esteemed fair to presume that eighty millions of acres of
these uncultivated lands are susceptible of profitable culture. The
produce of these eighty millions, estimated upon the returns now
realized from a very imperfect system of husbandry, would be, of
these grains alone, 1,013,453,177 bushels.

The following statement, compiled from the census of 1850, presents
the produce of eight States, and though embracing some regions which
do not contribute to the trade of the northern valley, other territories,

not embraced in the computation, lying further west, and within the

limits of the United States, would more than compensate for the un-
important districts included. And it will, moreover, be noticed that

we have not included any part of the British possessions.

These eight States produced in 1850—of wheat, rye, corn, and
oats

—

Wheat. Rye. Corn. Oats. Total.

Illinois 9,414,575
6,214,458

14,847,351
4,925,888
4,286,131
1,530,587

1,401
15,367,691

83,364
78,792

425,918
105,871
81,253
19,916

125

4,805,160

57,646,984
52,964,363
59,078,695
5,641,420
1,988,979
8,656,799

16,725
19,835,214

10,087,241
5,655,014
13,472,742
2,806,056
3,414,672
1,524,345

30,582
21,538,156

77,232,164
Indiana 64,912,627
Ohio 87,464,706

13,339,235
9,771.035
11,731,647

48,833
61,546,221

Michigan
"Wisconsin

Iowa
Minnesota...
Pennsylvania

56,228,082 5,600,399 205,829,179 58,588,808 326,246,468

The following table exhibits the improved and uncultivated lands

in these States

:

Lands, total. Improved. Unsold.

Acres. Acres. Acres.

35,561,760 5,039,545 23,524,348
21,597,760 5,046,543 8,804,338
25,576,960 9,851,493 7,579,467
35,995,520 1,929,110 31,611,630
34,511,360 1,045,499 31,534,702
32,584,960 824,682 29.848,896
30,080,000 8,628,619 15,156,653
90,776,960 90,776,960

306,685,280 32,365,491 238,836,994

Illinois

Indiana
Ohio
Michigan
Wisconsin ...

Iowa
Pennsylvania
Minnesota



NIAGARA SHIP CANAU 5

It will be seen that the 32,365,491 acres of improved land produced,

in 1850, 326,000,000 of bushels of wheat rye, corn, and oats.

Deduct from the 306,000,000 of acres, embraced within the limits of

these States, 106,000,000 for reserved forests and unavailable lands,

and the remaining 200,000,000 will produce, annually, of these grains

alone, calculating upon the returns now received, more than two and
a half billions of bushels.

It would not be difficult to show that improvements in agriculture,

now making rapid and sure advances, will, within a quarter of a
century, add fifty per cent, to the aggregate produce of the soil ; and
the period, is not distant when these vast regions will reward the

labors of husbandmen by a return of three billions of bushels of cereal

grains, besides pasturage for animals, amounting in value to more
than $900,000,000.

Kesorting to the most accurate available data to determine the ag-
gregate of the carrying trade through this valley, we are obliged to

acknowledge that proximate results only can be reached ; but, so far

as calculations are made, it will be found, upon critical inspection,

that we have in no instance overrated.

The following table will show the tonnage of the Erie *canal for a
series of years

:
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Wetland Canal,

In 1856, 0,790 vessels passed through this canal. American, 2,835
;

tons, 726,591. Canadian, 3,931; tons, 452,655. Nearly two-thirds
of the whole tonnage is American.

In 1856, 2,155,802 tons of vessels and property both ways; in 1853,
1,969,142 tons of vessels and property both ways—186,660 tons in-

crease in three years.

In 1856, 976,556 tons of property both ways; in 1853, 905,518 tons

of property both ways—71,038 tons increase in three years.

During the year 1856 the commerce of this valley presents the fol-

lowing items:
Tons

By the Erie canal. „ 4,116,082
By New York railroads 1,719,327
By Welland canal 976,556

Total 6,811,965

Let it be assumed for the purpose of approximating future trade

based upon the capacity for increased agricultural productions alone,

and thirty-two millions of acres of improved lands, yielding a tonnage
of seven millions, (in round numbers,) will give, as the result of two
hundred millions of acres, when improved, forty-three millions of tons.

To this immense aggregate must be added the tonnage to flow from
the great mineral regions of Lake Superior ; and it must be admitted

that no calculations based upon the ordinary mining operations of the

world could conduct us to safe or probable conclusions.

What increase in the use of iron and copper will be demanded
during the next half century, no mind can compute. Our sea-going

vessels are now built of iron. The commerce of the world, it is be-

lieved, will soon employ almost exclusively vessels of iron. The
railway and the iron horse within a half century will penetrate every

part of the habitable globe; and, as if Providence, with hand almost

seen guiding the car of modern civiliuation, would leave no means of

success unprovided, on the shores of the greatest lake of the world
has piled up, mountain high, the best iron ore to be found upon the

globe.

We have not to penetrate the bowels of the earth for this indis-

pensable metal, but only to break down the mountain cliffs almost in

sight of our sea-going ships, and roll these mountains of wealth on
board our vessels, and, through a ship canal around the Falls of Ni-

agara, float a thousand tons to any seaport of the world.

To compute this item of commerce, is to estimate the wants of the

world for all coming time. The supply is inexhaustible.

To command western commerce, the State of New York alone has

expended upon her canals forty millions of dollars, and railroad com-

panies one hundred millions.

The British government have expended upon their canals in this

valley over thirty millions of dollars.
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The Welland Canal, connecting the waters of Lakes Erieand Ontario,

was constructed by the British government ; it is twenty-nine miles

long, having thirty locks of ten feet lift each, and cost ten millions of

dollars ; is ten feet in depth, with a surface of seventy-one feet, and
fifty feet width at bottom ; the locks are 150 feet in length and 26J
feet in width ; sail vessels of 300 tons and propellers of 450 tons are

passed through this canal, when not crowded, in two days, but often

occupying four or five days.

The St. Mary's canal has capacity to pass a vessel of a thousand
tons burden ; the locks are 350 feet long, seventy-five feet wide, and
the depth of water upon the mitre-sill is twelve feet.

Several routes have been surveyed and careful estimates made, at

different periods, by competent engineers, and from their estimates

and reports some extracts are submitted, showing the practicability

and cost of the contemplated canal.

The following extracts are from the report of Charles B. Stewart
and Edward W. Serrell, made in 1854 to the commissioners appointed

by the State of New York, relating to the said proposed canal

:

" For this project, various plans have been proposed and surveys

made at different periods during the past half century. The princi-

pal examination hitherto made is that of the late Major Williams,
United States topographical engineer, in 1835-'36, of which an able

report was submitted to Congress, demonstrating the feasibility of the

route, with estimates based upon the capacity of vessels then in use.

The commerce of this region, having expanded far beyond the antici-

pation of that day, requires much larger provision for its accommoda-
tion ; and new examinations, on a more extensive basis, have been
necessary, in which attention has been directed to the character of the

harbors of the several lakes, and the effect of their depth on the size of

vessels now and hereafter to be built ; and the details of the plans

proposed have been arranged in view of the large increase of business),

in connexion with this natural and unavoidable restriction.

u Topography of Niagara county.

cc The Niagara river separates New York from Canada West, and' is

the outlet of Lake Erie, flowing northerly to Lake Ontario, a distance
of thirty-two miles. From Buffalo to Fort Schlosser, a distance of
eighteen miles, it is navigable for the largest class of lake vessels, the
velocity of its current being slight, except for a short distance at Black
Kock. From a point about a mile below Schlosser, the river falls

rapidly to the edge of the cataract, the vertical descent of which is

one hundred and sixty feet. From the foot of the great falls, it descends,
in a series of rapids and whirlpools, a distance of six miles, to the vil-

lage of Lewiston, and thence to Ontario its channel is deep and naviga-
ble. From Buffalo to the falls the banks of the river are generally low,
rising but a few feet above its surface. From the falls to the ridge
above Lewiston the ground rises gradually to an elevation, at the
ridge, of about seventy feet above the river at Schlosser, being nearly
four hundred feet above the level of Lake Ontario. The descent from
the ridge is abrupt to the level of Lewiston village, which is about

H. Rep. Com. 374 2
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one hundred feet above the river, and gradually slopes from this

elevation to the lake shore.
" The shores of Lake Ontario are generally from fifteen to twenty-

five feet high, except when intersected by small ravines. It will thus
be seen that Niagara county is marked by two important levels—that
of Niagara river over the falls, and that of Lake Ontario.

" The Lewiston ridge forms the dividing line to these levels, its

course being easterly until it is merged in the general surface of the
country at Rochester, seventy-five miles distant. Its descent towards
the lake is at first abrupt, falling about two hundred and seventy feet

;

the remaining descent being accomplished by four successive plateaus,

of different widths, in which a few small streams take rise, discharg-
ing in the lake. These are named in accordance with their respective

distances from the river—as ' Four-mile creek,' ' Six-mile creek/
' Twelve-mile creek,' &c, &c.
" The upper level is also intersected by several streams, of which the

most important is the Tonawanda creek. Cayuga creek, entering the
river under the lee of Grand island, about six miles above the falls,

with Gill creek, entering at Porter's Storehouse, under the lee of

Schlosser island, about two miles above the falls, are the only remain-
ing water-courses, except the Bloody Run, which falls into the Niagara
river gorge, below the village of Bellevue.
" In addition to the natural difficulties thus presented in the topo-

graphy of this region, several artificial constructions, made since the

report of Major Williams, increase the cost of this undertaking. The
number of public and private roads is greater, in consequence of the
improvement of the country. A hydraulic canal is being made at the

village of Niagara Falls ; and there are now centring at the suspen-

sion bridge, Bellevue, on the American side, Jive railroads, viz : The
New York Central railroad, the Canandaigua and Niagara Falls, the

Buffalo and Niagara Falls, the Niagara Falls and Lake Ontario, and
the Lewiston railroad.

"From the accompanying maps and descriptions, given hereafter,

of the several surveys made, it will be seen that not less than three

of these roads must be crossed by any line which can be located.
" In directing our attention to these surveys, an effort has been made

to avoid all sectional or local prejudices, and to propose such lines

only as have merit in themselves, irrespective of any other considera-

tions.

" Lines examined,

" In the report of Major Williams the following lines are noticed :

" 1st. A line beginning at Porter's Storehouse, near old Fort

Schlosser, passing by Fort Grey, descending the ridge at that point,

and debouching at Lewiston.
" 2d. A line beginnig as above, passing through the village of

Nigara Falls, (on the present line of the hydraulic canal,) and inter-

secting the preceding line.

" 3d. A line up the valley of Gill creek, descending the ridge through
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a depression at the head of Fish creek, and terminating on Lake On-

tario, at the mouth of Four-mile creek.
" 4th. A line ascending the Cayuga creek, crossing the Lewiston

ridge, near Pekin, and debouching at the mouth of Twelve-mile creek.

" 5th. A line on the Tonawanda creek, to Pendleton village, thence

entering the Eighteen-mile creek north of Lockport, and following

the same to its mouth."
The several surveys demonstrate the feasibility of the work, and,

adopting the size of St. Mary's canal and locks, the estimated cost by

the most favorable locations would not be less than twelve or sixteen

millions of dollars.

In determining the size and location of the work, taking into con-

sideration the interest of the government in it as a military highway,

as provided in the bill reported, it is proposed that government shall

create, for the determination of all questions relating thereto, such

commissioners and engineers as may be appointed by the President of

the United States.

The bill further provides that the vessels-of-war, munitions, stores,

troops, and other property of the United States, shall at all times pass

and repass said canal forever free of all charges whatever ; and in cases

of war or rebellion, the government of the United States shall have
preference over all others.

" When this canal was first projected, Buffalo was but a mere village

;

Chicago was an Indian trading post, without importance, and almost
without hope ; and most of the numerous and important towns upon
the Lake Michigan had no existence even in name."

" When the famous undertaking of constructing the Welland ca-

nal, in 1818," remarks a celebrated Canadian engineer, " was com-
menced by a few inhabitants of the Niagara district, who levelled the

ridge which divides the waters emptying into the St. Lawrence above
and below the Falls of Niagara, there were present no high official

personages, no celebrated engineers, distinguished commercial or

political leaders. All but one, were inhabitants of the township of

Therold—farmers and country traders. They had before them no
successful precedent. A people four times as numerous, and com-
manding the trade of that Atlantic which scarce one of these Canadian
schemers had ever seen, were just commencing the Erie canal. There
was then but one steamer upon Lake Erie. Huron and Michigan were
known only to the Indian and the fur traders. Buffalo, a city of

fifty thousand souls, was then a village, and Chicago and Milwaukie
were yet ' in the womb of time/ The whole commerce above Niagara
upon sixty thousand square miles of water, with four thousand miles of
coast, employed but forty sail, tioo only of which exceeded one hundred
tons. Yet, in that feeble and unostentatious commencement, we trace

the origin of that policy which has since broken down the barriers in-

terposed by nature between the commercial intercourse of Central
North America and the world ; and the unassuming actors have lived

to see hundreds of floating palaces propelled by steam, and thousands
of sailing vessels, ploughing ' the world of waters' in the west. They
have seen the tonnage of 1818 increased a thousand-fold, the popula-
tion around the lakes thrice doubled, and an emigration of gold-seekers
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sailing in a lake-built brig two-tliirds the circuit of the globe to colo-

nize the old conquests of Spain."
Now, on the bosom of these inland seas, the produce of the great

west is carried to the seaboard by vessels whose tonnage equals that

of the whole foreign commerce of this country. Iowa, Illinois, Indi-

ana, Michigan, western Ohio, Minnesota, and Canada West, are all

dependent on these lakes for their commercial importance, as they
form the only direct water communication from the central portion of

the northwestern part of this continent to the Atlantic ocean.

The construction of the Niagara Ship Canal, would open wide the

channel around the last formidable barrier between the west and the

east ; and by the facilities it would give to the transportation of objects

of agricultural and manufacturing industry, it would awaken into life

a thousand springs of latent resource, and develop the agricultural

and mineral treasures of the country bordering the western lakes in a
degree to render it worthy the patronage of the general government.

Concurring in the views of the petitioners, the undersigned here-

with report a bill granting lands to aid in constructing said canal.

SILAS M. BURROUGHS.
JNO. F. POTTER.
P. BLISS.
G. PALMER.
W. L. DEWART.
H. L. DAWES.

May 10, 1858.
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