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Ceremony at Ferry Hill Place Commemorates Civil War Heritage by Ned Preston 

                         (Continued on page 17) 

Under brilliant skies on May 19, the C&O Canal National 

Historical Park made a significant contribution to the 150th 

anniversary of the Civil War era by unveiling new exhibits 

at Ferry Hill Place.  The event also recognized the bicenten-

nial of the house itself, built in the early 19th Century and 

later the scene of numerous incidents in the struggle be-

tween north and south.    

  Superintendent Kevin Brandt opened the proceed-

ings from the mansionõs front porch, which commands a 

striking view across the Potomac River and C&O Canal 

near mile 73.  He explained that the opening of the exhibits 

and related improvements at Ferry Hill were made possible 

by grants from the National Park Service and from bene-

factors Jim Norton and the Carlson Family Foundation, as 

well as the efforts of organizations such as the Canal Trust 

and Pebble Project Volunteers.  Kevin noted that the porch 

itself remains temporarily unrestored because of plans to 

return it to its original appearance. 

A series of speakers, including local mayors as well 

as representatives of state and federal officials, underlined 

the value of preserving the 

regionõs Civil War heritage.  

The canal parkõs contribu-

tions were recognized by a 

resolution from Maryland 

state Senator Christopher 

Shank and by a certificate 

from Governor Martin 

OõMalley.  Among the 

NPS speakers was Civil 

War Sesquicentennial Di-

rector Cathy Beeler, who 

directed attention to a new 

website, www.nps.gov/

c i v i l w a r / m a r y l a n d-

campaign-events.htm, that 

provides historical information on the Maryland campaign 

of 1862 and a calendar of commemorative events. 

A highlight of program was the òreappearanceó of 

Enoch, a coachman and field hand at Ferry Hill.  As por-

trayed by Jerome Bridges, a ranger from a national park in 

Virginia, Enoch gave a vivid account of his life under slav-

ery from the 1830s until his escape during the Civil War.  

Among his experiences was assisting in freeing the mud-

bound wagon of a passing òIsaac Smith.ó  The traveler was 

later identified as abolitionist John Brown, hauling a load of 

 

C&OCA mourns three-time  

president Carl A. Linden: see p. 8. 
 

Jerome Bridges in the role of Enoch, enslaved coachman at Ferry Hill. 
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Accompanied by the Past by Karen Gray 

History is the witness that testifies to the passing of time; it illumines reality, 

vitalizes memory, provides guidance in daily life, and brings us tidings of 

antiquity. Marcus Tullius Cicero (106ð43 BCE), Pro Publio Sestio 

The Battles over the Eastern Terminus  
and the Naming of the Canal 1 ð Part I  

 
On July 4, 1828 when ground was broken for the C&O 
Canal by President John Quincy Adams, the ceremony was 
held where construction would begin, heading upstream, 
just outside the District of Columbia boundary. The official 
terminus at the lower end of the canal was undetermined 
ñ aside from the fact that it would be at tidewater. This 
should have occasioned no dismay as starting midway along 
a proposed canal was by no means unheard of. Indeed, the 
first section of the Erie to be constructed was between 
Rome and Utica, far from either end of the proposed canal.  

 As a matter of general practice, the final line of the 
C&O Canal was determined by surveys done just prior to 
the company preparing and letting contracts for a new con-
struction section. The surveys from earlier in the 1820s 
served to show that a Potomac Valley canal was feasible, 
and to provide a cost estimate for building it. None of 
those specifically included a terminus at river level in the 
District, although one went as far as the western boundary 
of Georgetown and another stopped at the market house a 
short distance farther into the city.2 

Complex political and financial issues lay behind the 
decision to begin construction outside the Federal District 
boundary. These had already played a role in the naming of 
the proposed canal earlier in the decade at a great canal 
convention that took place in the U.S. Capitol in Washing-
ton on November 6ð8, 1823. Its stated purpose was òto 
take into consideration the practicability and expediency of 
uniting, by canal navigation, the waters of the Chesapeake 
Bay with those of the River Ohio.ó3  

Already the General Assembly of Virginia had passed 
an act on February 22, 1823 to incorporate a òPotomac 
Canaló (distinguished from the Potomac Company by the 
addition of òcanaló to the name). The November conven-
tion quickly approved the Virginia act but òwith the follow-
ing modifications, viz: That, in reference to its enlarged 
purpose, the name be changed to the ôUnion Canalõ.ó4 But 
that option was discarded when it was drawn to the atten-
tion of convention participants that the name was already in 
use by other companies, especially the Union Canal Com-
pany in Pennsylvania constructing a canal between the 
Schuylkill and Susquehanna Rivers. Next, the canal promot-
ers sought a geographically meaningful name, an option 
that was embedded in the already-simmering controversy 

over the canalõs eastern terminus.  

From the first, it was realized that the most critical fac-
tor to the success of a canal linking the Chesapeake Bay and 
the Ohio River would be financing. At the same time it was 
understood that only with the broadest appeal in the Mid-
Atlantic states would funding be likely to be obtained. That 
meant that Maryland, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Ohio all 
needed to be drawn in, and the cities and regions along the 
line of the proposed canal would need to be convinced of 
its benefit to their individual economies. At the eastern end 
of the proposed waterway, that meant that strong support 
was needed from the port city of Baltimore in Maryland, 
and from the cities within the District, which then included 
Alexandria as well as Washington and Georgetown. 

Congressman Charles Fenton Mercer, who was leading 
the effort to build a continuous canal to the Ohio River, 
recognized the importance of keeping all four cities òon the 
hook.ó Clearly, the best way to do that was to keep open 
the possibilities for each to become the major terminus and 
transshipment port. While the assumption from the first 
was that the canal would serve one or more ports in the 
Federal District, a Maryland connection was more compli-
cated. It would require building a canal over the high land 
dividing the Potomac watershed from that of a river that 
drained into the upper Chesapeake Bay: the Patapsco, 
Patuxent, or Severn. 

While a canal from tidewater in the Federal District to 
the Chesapeake at Baltimore made sense topographically, 
given that there was very little elevation to overcome, the 
Baltimore interests preferred an òall Marylandó canal that 
would turn away from the Potomac above the District to 
reach Baltimore and the Bay. They feared that most cargo 
down the canal would transship in a District port rather 
than continue on east if their connection was an extension 
from the District. 

However, Parrs Spring Ridge, which stretched north 
from the District toward Pennsylvania, was a formidable 
barrier. Not only was the elevation that a canal would have 
to overcome in crossing it substantial, but also there was no 
obvious water source near the summit level for such a ca-
nal.  

The terminus issue aside, however, the canalõs name 
needed to serve a much more ambitious vision than the 
òPotomac Canaló in Virginiaõs act, which necessarily had 
been limited to that stateõs boundary. Now the goal was to 
cross the mountains to òthe head of the Steam Boat naviga-
tion of the Monongahela or Ohio river.ó Mercer and others 
wanted a name reflecting that vision. 

Although canal supporters in Ohio were speaking in-
formally of a òPotomac and Ohioó canal, the first geo-
graphic name put forward was òChesapeake and Ohioó. In 
proposing this name, Mercer stated: 

 



 

Along the Towpath,  June 2012  3 

Though the Ohio ultimately falls into the Gulf of Mexico, 
yet as it is the great stream to which we propose to go, there 
seems a propriety in retaining its name. In adopting the term 
Chesapeake we wished to avoid all local feelings, and assume 
a broad distinctive epithet, which would not interfere with 
the prejudices of any section of the country.5 

 

James Forrest, a convention delegate from Marylandõs St. 
Maryõs County, promptly questioned the reason for the 
name change and expressed a concern that òChesapeake 
and Ohioó might result in confusion with the Chesapeake 
and Delaware Canal. After Mr. McLean spoke for the Ohio 
interests, using their òPotomac and Ohioó terminology, 
Forrest proposed that òPotomacó be substituted for 
òChesapeake.ó6  To this John C. Herbert from Prince 
Georgeõs County responded: 

 

There have already been given reasons for the name of the 
change. In this case the interests of Baltimore ought never to 
be lost sight of. We ought, as far as possible, to remove the 
prejudices and ignorance existing on this subject. They can-
not be strangers to the provision which has been made for a 
lateral canalñthe grand object of which is to afford an op-
portunity of a canal being cut from the Great Trunk to Balti-
more. We wish that the intercourse between Baltimore and 
the West be retained by this means.7 

 

At that point, Forrest withdrew his proposal, although not 
without emphasizing that: òI feel more inclined to consider 
that I was in the rightó and that anyway, he preferred the 
òUnion Canaló name.8  

But resolving the politically-sensitive name issue only 
brought to the forefront the issue of which city would be 
the primary eastern anchor of the great waterway. Clearly, 
the District cities could not be left out, and the majority at 
the convention envisioned a canal terminating in the Dis-
trict. Branch canals, especially one to Baltimore, were ex-
pected outgrowths of the main canal, but they could come 
with potential problems. If, for example, water for all or 
part of them had to come from the main stem, the primary 
canal would need more water and might find it difficult to 
maintain its full depth in dry periods. In fact, this did be-
come a major problem with the Alexandria canal decades 
later. 

But at this stage a major concern of many with an in-
terest in a canal to the Ohio was getting and keeping as 
much of the business on the canal as possible. And it could 
not be denied that there was considerable foot-dragging on 
the part of many of the District delegates with regard to a 
Maryland crosscut canal.  

In response to overt and implicit concerns over branch 
canals, Athanasius Fenwick of St. Maryõs County urged the 
convention to approve a resolution that òthis meeting and 
the friends of the Ohio and Chesapeake Canal [sic] general-

ly, disclaim and disavow all opposition to any lateral Canal 
which it is practicable to make, leading to or from the said 
Canal, or to any future extension through any of the states 
adjacent thereto.ó Ultimately a clear provision for lateral 
canals was included in the final resolutions to come out of 
the convention.9  

After the 1823 convention, the issue of Baltimoreõs 
connection to the proposed Chesapeake and Ohio Canal 
simmered on even as the surveys of 1825 and 1827 rein-
forced the understanding that the main stem of the canal 
would go down into the Federal District.  

But nothing changed the fact that Washington wanted 
the canal to end at the Eastern Branch (Anacostia River). 
Alexandria wanted it to cross the Potomac and terminate 
thereñor if a Potomac crossing was not possible, to end at 
the Potomac Companyõs Locks Cove terminus above 
Georgetown (the location of present-day Fletcherõs Cove). 
Georgetown supporters were divided, with some wanting it 
to end on their waterfront, but others preferring that it ter-
minate up the river at Locks Cove in order to keep what 
they believed would be an unhealthy canal with noisy traffic 
from coming into their town. Among the latter was Francis 
Scott Key whose home and property on the bank of the 
Potomac would be in the path of any canal built through 
the town.  

Georgetownõs situation was problematic in another 
way: it was no longer a deep-water port due to siltation and 
it could serve only the more shallow draft ships that plied 
the Atlantic coast and the tidewater bays and riversñnot 
the larger trans-Atlantic vessels. And at the east end of the 
town, the mouth of Rock Creek formed a wide tidal flat. 

So the ceremony on July 4, 1828, made it glaringly ob-
vious that neither Georgetown, Washington, nor Alexan-
dria could presume the great canal would terminate on their 
shoreline or at a place favorable to them. Nor could they 
even see construction bringing the canal in their direction, 
and this was not acceptable. 
 

[The final part of this article will appear in the Fall issue.] 

 
Notes: 
1. This article draws heavily from William M. Franklinõs òThe Tidewater 

End of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canaló, printed in the Maryland Histori-

cal Magazine, Winter 1986, Vol. 81, #4, 289ð304. Dr. Franklin was the 

retired Director of the Historical Office, U.S. Department of State. 
2. Ibid., p. 298. 
3. This description appears in multiple documents of the time concerning 

the convention. 
4. Proceedings of the Canal Convention are available on the Internet at: 

http://archive.org/details/proceedingsatgen00ches. p. 6 
5. Ibid., p. 20. 
6. Ibid., p. 20 and 21. 
7. Ibid., p. 22. 
8. Ibid., p. 23. 
9. Ibid., p. 33. 
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Scenes from the 2012 Justice William O. Douglas Hike 

The images on this page capture moments from a highly enjoyable dayõs activities on 

April 21:  (1.)  The earliest group of hikers pose at Whiteõs Ferry. (2.) Gage and Laila 

Linden prepare to hit the trail. (3.) The five-mile hikers gather in front of the partially-

restored Jarboeõs store at Edwards Ferry. (4.) Rod Mackler receives a serving of the 

Beallsville fire chiefõs famed barbeque. (5.) Historian Susan Soderberg describes the dif-

ficult life of the inhabitants of Marylandõs Montgomery County during the Civil War.  

Photo credits: 1., a helpful bus driver; 2., Lisa Hendrick; 3. and 4., Pat Hopson; and 5., 

Ned Preston 
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