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Designed to circumvent the Enfield Falls, the most serious obstacle to
navigation in the Connecticut River, the Enfield Canal is 5.5 miles long and runs
generally parallel to the western bank of the river in the towns of Suffield and
Windsor Locks, Connecticut. For most of its length the canal is 80 feet wide and
4.5 feet deep, although it narrows as it passes through the industrialized area
of Windsor Locks. Today, the canal is maintained at 37' 2" above the level of the
river at Hartford, the levels at the northern (upriver) and southern ends are
40' O" and 7' O", These values may be glightly different from the historical
levels, since the dam across the river at the head of the canal was originally
only a wing from the west bank. In 1849 a wall was built out from the east
bank and in 1881 the two sections were joined, raising the height of the river,
The water supply is regulated through several sluice gates at the northern end
which admit water from the river; excess water can be drained at several points
along the canal. Besides the lock at the northern entrance which compensates
for the difference between the levels of the canal and the river (28"), there
are three locks at the southern entrance, 18' wide and 90' long, having a lift
of 10¢ each. .

,An,engineering feature of note is the aquaduct which carries the canal
across Stony Brook. Four piers and the abutments carry five spans a total length
~ of 104 feet. The trough is 102' wide and consists of a series of large timbers
- parallel to the direction of the canal and lined with two layers of tongue-and-
grooved planks set at right angles. The sides slope inward at an angle of 45
degrees. The piers and abutments of the aquaduct, as well as the locks and
the sluice gate, are constructed of irregularly sized mative sandstone. The entire
canal haszsides of similar stone set in water cement. Other features of the
canal are the towpath on the eastern bank, preserved for almost its entire 1ength
as a bicycle trail, and a two story frame shed, probably of nlneteenth-century
constrnction, near the locks at the southern end.

The canal was constructed from June 1827 to November 1829 under the
supervision of Canvass White, engineer for the Connecticut River Company. This
company, and the associated Connecticut River Banking Company, was principally
a group of Hartford merchants eagar to improve upriver navigation and their
trade with the agricultural areas of Massachusetts, Vermont and New Hampshire,
The plans of New Haven businessmen to build the Farmington Canal through to
Northhampton, Massachusetts, thus diverting the river trade, provided added
impetus to the building of the canal. For 15 years the canal operated
profitably, until the railroads became the dominant form of tranportatlon.

The canal was also used for power by the mills at Windsor Locks, since at that
point it provided about a 30 foot head. Today it is used by pleasure boats and
as a source of processing water by industry.

Because of its nasonry sides, the Enfield Canal could accomodate both the
traditional flatboats, of about 18 ton capacity and towed by teams of horses,
- and the new steamboats. The latter were quite small, an early one being 75 feet
" long, with a 14% foot beam and drawing only 22" when empty. In 1842 a noted
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Because the property has not been traded since the canal was bullt, the land
records of Windsor and Suffield constitute the only legal description.
Suffield Town Clerk

Town Hall

Mountain Road

Suffield, cT
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The canal is also listed, samewhat misleadingly, as "Enfield Locks, Enfield, CT" ins

Historic American Engineering Record
New England: An Inventory of Historic Engineering and Industrial Sites

Federal 197L
Library of Congress
Washington DC
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English visitor found quarters cramped on these steamboats: "I am afraid to tell
how many feet short this vessel was, or how many feet narrow: to apply the words
length and width to such measurements would be a contiadiction in terms,." 1
Passage time was typicallysl - 1% hours, including locks.

Alterations to the canal have in no way compromised the historical integrity
of the structure. Modernization has chiefly been confined to repointing masonry,
a little concrete reinforcement, and supplementing timbers, such as those bearing
the sluice gate racks, with steel members., Although some of the locks have steel
gates, others still are of heavy timbers and planks. The most serious intrusion
is the use of steel and concrete counterweights on the locks. Considerable
mechanical feel is provided even in the case of modern apparatus, however, since
valves, gates and footbridges are operated by hand winches and levers., The
setting of the canal has changed little, if one may judge from old views. For
most of its length the canal is bordered by woods and fields on one side, and
the towpath on the other, while in Windsor Locks it runs past the manufacturing
structures of Windsor Locks, recalling its importance in the location of
Aindustry.

lcharles Dickens, American Notes (2nd ed., 2 vols., London: Chapman and
Hall, 1842), I, 173. ’
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- The age of canals was represented in Connecticut by only two undertakings.
While less ambitious than its rival, the Farmington Canal, the Enfield Canal was

ultimately the more successful, partly because it was completed first, and

partly because its proponents showed greater foresight in linking the project to

- industrial and technological developments. Both the canal and its towpath are

- fully accessible to the public, and because it is still in use, it is an artifact

whose historical significance can be appreciated at first hand. As Connecticut's

. only extant canal, this property symbolizes the many social changes which

Cd

occurred in the 1820's: the beginnings of the transportation revolution,
_commercial and industrial growth, technological innovation, and ethnic diversity.

The Comnecticut River in the 1820's was a major transportation facility for
central New England, Merchants in Hartford and other riverports did a substantial
business exchanging dry goods and manufactures for agricultural and extrpactive
- products, such as tobacco and timber. The river also served industries in the
Connecticut Valley, such as Hazardville's powder works, whose pkoducts were
~shipped downriver on barges., Navigation of the Connecticut was not easy, and

prior to 1820 numerousg improvements, including dredging and short canals, were
madé, The most significant obstacle remained, however. The falls or rapids
near Enfield, Connecticut, dropped a total of 30 feet, and could be overcome by
~barges only with the greatest difficulty. The Enfield Canal eliminated this

- impediment, and: was thus. the key link in providing ﬂansportation and commercial
growth for the Connecticut Valley.

Canals are such massive undertakings that all are significant in the history

of engineering, yet the Enfield Canal is important because it was designed

- specifically for steam navigation. Soon aftér its incorporation in 1824, the
Connecticut River Company began sponsoring competitions for the design of steam=-
powered riverboats,.and in 1826, the feasability of steam navigation was
dramatized by the vovage upriver of the Barnet, a small sternwheeler. At the
same time, plans for the canal called for stone sides which could resist the
turbulence of the self-propelled boats. The Hartford merchants regarded steam
~navigation as the wave of the future (having first studied and then dismissed

- England's railroads), and their prescience was rewarded: the Enfield Canal
carried a heavy traffic of steam and conventional vessels for fifteen years,

:whereas its Farmington rival, even without steamboats, was plagued by collapsing

'banks.

The chief enginier for the Enfield Canal was Canvass White, "the genius of
" the Erie engineers,"” White not only had the practical apprenticeship of the
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Enfield Canal

Erie project, but also had a more theoretical background,

having studied canal construction in England in 1818. White
was the principal exponent of using stone rather than wooden
locks and building with hydraulic cement. Although his ideas
were not fully accepted in the building of the Erie canal, the
proponents of the Enfield canal turned his methods to advantage,
not only for the locks, but for the entire length of the canal.

The industrial possibilities of the canal were not overlooked.
As early as 1825 the Connecticut River Company appointed a
committee to consider the manufacturing potential of the canal.
In the years following its completion in 1829 numerous mills
were established to whom the company rented land and water.
Even as river transportation was declining, the growth and
diversification of Windsor Locks' industry accelerated. It is
significant that this function was among the original purposes
of the project.

On a local level, the impact of the canal was decisive in
creating the town of Windsor Locks. The locks afforded
boatmen, passengers, log drivers and others a brief chance to
debark. A substantial basis for growth was created by the
manufacturies which located near the canal for its water power,
and in 1854 the town was formally set off from Windsor.

No discussion of a canal's significance can ignore the
social reality of digging such an excavation entirely by hand.
The work was done using only pick and shovel, and the earth was
carried off with wheelbarrows. A crew of 400 laborers, mostly
Irish-born, were recruited for the effort, and this marked_the
beginning of a substantial ethnic presence in Connecticut.

The Enfield canal is a forceful reminder that the transportation
revolution in America depended, not only on shrewd Yankee
entrepeneurs, but on poorly paid immigrant laborers as well.

: lHarry S. Drago, Canal Days in America (New York: Clarkson
N. Potter, 1972), 174.
2
Carroll J. Noonan, Nativism in Connecticut, 1829-1860
Washington: Catholic University Press, 1938), 83.
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