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The Portage Canal and its right-of-way comprise some 36.07 acres. The caﬁal,
which connects the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers, is 11,200 feet long (or 2.12 mides)
and its right-of-way on either side varies from 60 feet to 95 feet. The canai\
has both a rural and urban environment divided by the Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul
and Pacific Railroad bridge. The northeasterly section is 1ined with overhanging
trees and takes on a pastoral setting, while the southern part runs through the .
heart of the city of Portage. Both sides of the canal were built with a timber
and pile revetment and it was to be 75 feet wide and 7 feet deep. Presently the
water level of the canal is 783 feet M.S.L. '

I

The northern section of the canal is crossed by one highway bridge (State Highway
33) while the southern section is crossed by two city streets, Adaims and Wisconsin.

Two locks were built. The Ft. Winnebago (Fox River) and uhe Wisaonsin River 1ock
were originally to be 160 feet long and 35 feet wide. The Ft. Winnebago Lock lies
in ruins while the other one is said to be in an "excellent state of repair."

The current Wiscomsin Lock, "a fairly modern structure" (date unknown), has a net
length of 146 feet and net "width of 35.2 feet.2

At present there is no current in the water. The entire leugth of the canal could
be navigated by nothing larger than a canoe except where Adams Street crosses.
At this point the:. canmal is filled, not actually bridged, and the only opening for
water is a pipe imbedded in the fill , ) :
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The Wisconsin -River served as the canal's main source of water supply.
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1, 2
’ Historic Portage: A Study of the Feasibility and Implementation of Deveiloping
"the Historic and Related Resources of the Portage Area as a Part of the
‘South Central Wisconsin Region, Frank and Stein’ Associatés Incorporated,
Lansing, Michigan, 1968, 8, .10. A ) X
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The significant factor about the Portage Canal issthh&tittwas: intended to be
one of Wisconsin's major water routes, linking the West to the Eastern markets
and population centers. Its historic importance lies in its close association
with the old Portage trail, once traversed by Indians, French fur traders and
British soldiers. . .
During Wisconsin's territorial days, influential politicians, businessmen, and
land speculators like James Duane Doty, Daniel Whitney and Morgan L. Martin saw
what the ecoriomic and commercial potential of .a canal at Portage.would mean to
Wisconsin, the Portage area, and to themselves. When talk first began about.
building such a canal, the fur trade and .the lead industry:were -becoming tha
major causes for the steady increase in Wisconsin's population.

The first attempts at building the canal came .in 1835 when the newly organized
Portage Canal Company findnced a large work forcemthagﬁﬁanaged"td ‘digsh d1teh deep
encugh to accommodate only canoes. During the next two decades, after subse-
quent attempts and fallures by béth private ‘intetesth and the state government,

a navigable-canal was completed to the extent that, in 1856,:a small steamer:

made the voyage from Pittsburgh to the Mississippi via the Ohio, then up the

Mississippi and the Wisconsin, through the new canal, and down the Fox to.Green
Bay. In reality; however, the canal was never a success, and the coming of the
railroad, which reached the Mississippi at Prairie du Chien by 1857, outmoded the
canal as a means of transportation. In 1872 the federal government,took over

the canal and completed construction by June, 1876. It refused to take over
water rights, however.

The federal government retained control but closed the upper reaches of the,

Fox River to navigation in 1951. In 1958 it turned the canal over to the Wis-
consin Conservation Department (now the Department of Natural. Resources). Though
never a success, the Portage Canal is a visible reminder of an interesting and
important chapter in Wisconsin's transportation history. ,
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‘VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION- . -

Bounded roughly on the north by the Fox River, on the south by the Wlsconsin
River, and on the east and west, respectively, by the limits of the Portage:
Canal right-of—-Way . S
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