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Rise and Fall of the Canal


In the early 1800's canals were built in America to connect towns and settlements. Until the 18th century the modes of transportation were extremely limited. When canals, man-made rivers that were used to move goods, were first being constructed they came to be of great use. By the early 1800’s Towns with rivers became extremely crowded. The average cost to construct a canal was seven million dollars. The rise and fall of the canals impacted America greatly by enhancing trade and bringing about better transportation.


Canals provided an increase in trade, which in result established a wealthier economy. The Canals were large in size; the locks were 72 x 7 feet, which allowed the boats to carry more tonnage. The average canal was 40 feet wide and 40 feet deep. The best know of the canals was the Erie Canal. It ran 363 miles from Albany, New York on the Hudson River to Lake Erie. Before the Erie Canal was built it cost $100 to bring a ton of goods from Buffalo to New York City. After the canal was built the cost lowered to $8. The canal made New York City one of the most used ports in the nation. On a hypothetical note if one were asked to transport tons of stone 100 miles away, they would have only had two modes of transportation, the roads and canals (if it rained the roads would become muddy and the heavy tons of stones would make the cart immobile). A healthy horse would have been able to pull two tons on a cart laden while the same horse could pull a river barge weighing over a hundred tons. Coal was a big resource being shipped and the Canals allowed trade in rural areas because the more west one traveled the less established the roads were.


Limited amounts of transportation allowed the canals to be widely accepted and used versus the old modes of transportation. Roads were highly undependable until the 1800’s, because they were narrow dirt roads. The horses were limited to how many tons they could transport. Because of the conditions of the roads, whenever it rained or snowed it made traveling by road virtually impossible, because the cart laden would sink through the mud or slip through the snow. As a result of railroads not being established, the Canals were the only way to transport larger supplies, quicker regardless of the weather. When the canals were built, there was a point in the canal that prevented it from over flowing, it looked like a hill sitting adjacent to the canal where the peak of the hill was parallel to the height of the water. These “hills” were made primarily out of thick stones so the water could seep through the stones. In the occurrence of an over flown canal, the water would just pour over the hills creating a constant equilibrium with the level of water in the canal. Employment rates increased for all races due to the necessity of workers needed for the construction of the canal. Irish men were still new to the country and did not understand the wages that normal workers would receive, so Irish men were cheap labor only being paid a dollar a day with an additional 25 cents for each stump they took out. They weren’t the best work conditions but the Irish were finally finding jobs.


The successes of the canals were so incredible that it became almost too successful. The canals require extensive planning and much preparation to construct one. Issues were coming up when building canals and problems started occurring. The geography needed to be a smooth piece of land, which could not be too swampy. Land was becoming limited because of the expansion of settlers and so many canals being built. It also needed to be in a spot where there would be water leading to it and that became limited because of the limited spaces to connect canals with other rivers. The most effectual decline in the canal was the beginning of the railroad era. Railroads were the fastest of the transportation modes and could also carry a big amount of tonnage.


The Era of the Canal while it lasted help boost the economy and create a faster and more efficient choice of transportation. It brought jobs for lower class people even though the pay was not great. The railroads in the end dominated trade and transportation. The Canals declined rapidly and would soon be abandoned and not considered a way of transporting goods. But the Canal still enhanced America’s economy and was a big stepping stone to form the Wealthy economy that would evolve into a huge trading partner.
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