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History of the Delaware and Raritan Canal and the Griggstown Lock


In the early nineteenth century in New Jersey and Pennsylvania, the population was exploding. This population was in need of food, clothing, housing, and occupation. The first large factories were being built for the poor masses to manufacture goods in sizeable quantities, partly for their own use, and partly for the use of those more fortunate. It seemed that industrialization was coming about far too quickly for the young nation’s short history. Infrastructure needed to keep up with industrialization, as the volume of raw and produced goods rose from one year to the next. Among the few methods of transportation that were available at the time was shipping by canals. The entire eastern seaboard, abundant with fresh water, was an ideal location for the building of a network of canals. These networks were feats of engineering, as it was difficult to build them on uneven ground over hills and valleys.


At first, canals in New Jersey were mostly built parallel to the Delaware River, since the river was too shallow, wide, and swift to allow for barges to travel on it. But soon the canals expanded to form a network throughout the state. One of these waterways was the Delaware and Raritan Canal. With the level of technology in the Industrial Revolution, it took a full four years of manual labor to hand dig this sixty-six-mile-long route. Along the canal, fourteen locks and many spillways had to be built in order to keep it at a constant water level. Lock tenders were later employed to let barges through the locks. Also, special structures were built along the canal, such as the longhouse, which served as a tavern and rest stop for the mules and the drivers. The workers who built the canal were mostly poor immigrants from Ireland who had no choice but to work under oppressive conditions to feed their families. Some of the workers ended up toiling to their deaths for the canal. 


Once the canal was finished, it became one of the most traveled on waterways in the eastern seaboard. In the 1860’s, it actually enjoyed more traffic than the famous Erie Canal, stretching from Lake Erie to the Hudson River. At first, mules were used to tow the barges along the canal, but soon steam power became faster, cheaper, and more efficient than the mules. Most of the cargo transported by the barges on the Delaware and Raritan Canal was coal, shipped from Pennsylvania’s coalmines to New York’s industrial center. At the same time as the canal was being built, the company that was in charge of it merged with a railroad company, and a local goods transport monopoly was formed.


The building of railroads in New Jersey signaled the decline of canal use. The transportation of coal by train was much faster and more efficient than the moving of it by barges along a canal. From the 1860’s onward, the canal enjoyed fewer and fewer barges until it was officially closed down in 1932. After that, it was used only for recreational purposes such as canoeing and fishing. In 1973, the canal and its surroundings became part of the National Registry of Historic Places, and in 1974, the area became a state park, preserved forever as a testament to the region’s rich history. 

