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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Patowmack Canal at the Great Falls of the Potomac in Virginia is a skirting canal 
approximately 3/4of a mile long and containing five locks, a large holding basin, two 
guard gates, a wing ~am, and several other related features. It was constructed by 
the Patowmack Canal Company betweei'l.1785 and 1802 to provide passage around the Great 
Falls of the Potomac. 

The canal consisted of: a large wing dam at its upper terminus, an upper guard gate, 
the canal bed, a large holding basin, a lower guard gate, the five locks including 
their attendant gates, and a stone jetty at its lower terminus. In addition, the 
town of Matildaville was to be constructed as an accompanying trade center and 
headquarters for the Patowmack Company. 

Wing Dam (canal inlet) 
At the upp~r terminus of the canal, a wing dam extended into the river approximately 
1,200 feet. Its purpose was to channel.water into the canal, especially at times of 
low water. Remnants of this structure indicate it was constructed of stones, possibly 
in wooden cribs, and its upper elevation would have been the operating level of the 
canal. Thus, surplus water simply flowed over the top of the dam. This structure is 
located 1,600 feet above the Great Falls Park Visitors Center. 

Upper.Spillway 
Below the wing dam in the riv~r side of the canal wall, there was a low masonry dam 
constructed in the bed of an eXis·ting stream channel. Its upper elevation was again 
the working level of the canal and it allowed excess water to spill over the dam and 
return to the river. This structure is only barely visible and is located 1,300 feet 
above the Great Falls Park Visitors Center. 

Upper Guard Gate 
Immediately below the upper spillway was the upper guard gate. This controlled the 
entrance of water into the entire canal system below this point. Evidence indicates 
that the gates were of the swing or mitre type. On the berm bank a heavy stone wall 
20 feet thick extends nearly 40 feet into the berm wall to resist flood waters. On 
the river side, belo~ the guard gate, the canal walls are about 20 feet thick and 
constructed of large· stones, dry laid with a slight batter. In places these walls, 
extending 10 feet from the canal bed, rise from bedrock, and in places the canal bed 
was cut into bedrock from ~ foot to 3 feet. The guard gate is located 1,300 feet 
above the Great Falls Park Visitors Center. · 

Holding Basin 
About 2,800 feet below the upper guard gates, a large holding basin was constructed. 
It is roughly triangular in shape, covering approximately 2 acres, with the long axis 
parallel to the canal. This basin provided for the turning and docking of the canal 
boats and a large impound area providing water to the locks located below it. The 
river side wall of this basin is constructed of stone of a size and manner similar to 
that below the upper guard gate. The berm-side wall no longer exists, but it is 
assumed it was constructed in a like manner. Water from the holding basin was 

·---. -----------· ----------------------- ·--
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channeled into the locks of the canal through a lower guard gate, and the excess was 
returned to the river via a waste weir/spillway. This basin and its attendant waste 
weir and guard gate are located approximately 1,500 feet below the Great Falls Visitor 
Center. 

Waste Weir/Spillway 
In the river side of the basin wall there is a break in the masonry where the waste weir 
was located. The exact configuration of this structure cannot be determined at this 
time, but it may have been constructed of wood. Its purpose was to maintain a maximum 
operating level for the water in the holding basin. 

Lower Guard Gate 
The lower guard gate, located at the southwest end of the holding basin enabled the 
water in the locks below to be regulated. Hollow quoin stones of well dressed Seneca 
sandstone are visible in the walls on either side, thus indicating the use of a swing
type mitre gate. An extra 4-inch recess in the quoins accommodated two sliding wicket 
gates in each of the swing gates. The guard gate channel was 14 feet in width, and there 
~ apparently extensive use of flat strap iron cramps in the coping and stones beneath 
them in the channel walls. 

Loe.;ks 
Below the guard gates were the locks which were numbered in descending order, with 
number I being at the upper end, adjacent to the holding basin, and number V being 
located near the weir. 

Lock I 
From the lower guard gate the canal wall is constructed of native stone. Lock I is 
approximately 100 yards below the guard gate and seems to have been 14 feet wide and 
JOO feet long, pocket to pocket. Its lift capacity was 10 feet. The walls were 
probably a composite of ashlar dressed red Seneca sandstone face over a rubble interior. 
The two paiD;of gates were of a swing-type with sliding wicket gates. The upper lock 
gates and quoin stone coping were 2 feet, 2 inches above the level of the coping of 
the lower lock gates. The upper course is the only one currently in view and it con
sists of four stones with a recess of ~ inches deep to receive the mitre sill. There 
was evidently little use of iron cramps in the lock walls, except in the gate pockets. 
There are currantly a few bulges in the lock walls, and there has been some repair to 
the walls with brick, rubble, and cement in modern times. This feature is located 
J,700 feet below the Great Falls Visitor Center. 
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Lock II is 12 feet.wide, 88 feet long between gate pockets and had a lift capacity of 
15 feet. There were several types of stone used in the construction of this lock, with 
free stone used in all of the gate pockets. Ashlar red sandstone was used on the river 
side wall, except for a small section of rough cut nature stone. There are a large 
number of stonecutters' marks found in the stones of this lock, particularly in the free 
stone •. 

The lock gates were of the swing mitre type with butterfly wicket gates. There are 
indications that the cut stone in the gate pockets were cramped, but all pockets have 
since collapsed. About 30 feet of the upper end of the berm wall have collapsed below 
the breast wall, as have about 16 feet below the lower gate pocket, on the river side. 
This lock is located 1,800 feet below the Great Falls Visitor Center. 

Locks III, IV, and V 
/'""' Locks III, IV, and V were a riser, or stairstep, of locks, each being immediately 

adjacent to the other, and sharing the common gate between them. Lock III is 12 feet 
wide, 111 feet long, and has a lift of 15 feet. Locks IV and V, however, were blasted 
from the bedrock with black powder in hand-drilled holes. Lock III is unique in that 
the lock bends 18 degrees within the lock itself. These locks are 2,100 feet below 
the Great Falls Visitor Center. 

Jetty 
At the lower end of the gorge of Locks.IV and V, the canal returns to the Potomac River. 
On the river side of this gorge, a stone jetty was built into the river to protect the 
entrance/exit to the canal. Presently there are no known remnants of this jetty 
remaining. 

ASSOCIATED FEATURES 

Mill Site 
Just below the Great Falls Visitor Center and adjacent to the river side canal wall 
are the foundations of an old mill. Period maps refer to the existence of a grist 
mill, while more recent maps refer to a saw mill. Ruins of masonry walls indicate 
the water wheel pit was adjacent to the wall of the canal and that it was fed from 
the canal by a wooden flume from some distance above the location. The remains of an 
existing masonry weir which now feeds water to the complex seems to be of more recent 
construction and probably is not original to the construction of the mill. 
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Just below the mill site are the remains of footings and foundation for a forge/foundry. 
ArcheologicRl evidence has revealed the function of this building through excavation of 
both artifac·ts and slag. There are also the remains of a cast iron pipe below the 
foundation which seems to lead from the canal bank to the river bed. It is assumed 
this would have enabled the use of a turbine as power necessary for a f_orge. 

Matildaville 
Initially it was planned for a small town of 40 acres to accompany the development of 
the canal as a trade center and headquarters of the Canal Company. Lighthorse Harry 
Lee, father of General Robert E- Lee,was the founder of this town. Due to the finan
cial failure of the canal the town never fully developed and all that currently 
remains are the ruins of a few structures.· It is known that there were additional 
wooden structures, including, among others, warehouse and workmen's quarters, but no 
remains of these are known. 

Dickey's Inn (Myers Tavern) 
This building survived for 111any years following the failure of the canal and 
Matildaville. It was constructed of logs, squared and whitewashed, of two stories, 
with five rooms upstairs and two downstairs, and a kitchen. During the Civil War the 
inn was used for a Confederate Army headquarters. The building burned in 1942, and the 
chimney still partially stands surrounded by a pile of rubble. The inn is located 
1,500 feet below the Great Falls Visitor Center. 

Spring House 
The spring house, located near Dickey's Inn,, served to keep perishables cool. The floor 
of the spring house was approximately 30 inches below grade. All that currently remain 
are the foundation walls, the spring inlet, and a small set of stairs. 

Superirttendentts·House 
The Superintendentts house was constructed in 1796 of stone and brick. It was two 
stories with a front elevation of 25 feet and a depth of 35 feet. At present only the 
foundation and some of the corner stones remain standing. It is located 1,700 feet 
below the Great Falls Visitor Center. 

General Appearance 
The Patowmack Canal is currently in "ruin," in that much of the canal bed is filled 
with debris and silt. It is quite possible, however, that the canal prism is intact 
throughout the major portion of its length. The lock gates are no longer in existence, 
as the locks were dismantled in 1830, but significant archeological and documentary 
ev~dence exists to accurately interpret their manner of construction. 
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All historic artifacts and documents original to or historically associated with 
the property described herein and in National Park Service ownership and control 
are defined as components of this property for the National Register. Such 
materials are listed and described in the parkrs museum catalog. 
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The Patowmack Company was organized· to construct a canal system making the Potomac River 
navigable for trade from Georgetown. to Irarpers Ferry. - rf the Potomac River could be made 
navigable, it was a short land passage from Harpers Ferry to the Monongahela or 
Youghiogheny Rivers and then to the Ohio River, which at that time was a principal route 
to the west. Canals were to be-built at Great-Falls, Little Falls, Seneca, Shenandoah, 
and House Falls. Only at Little Falls and Great Falls were locks required. During this 
period canals with. locks were uncommon in the United States, and thus represented a 
significant engineering achievement. · 

The Patowmack Canal at The Great Falls-of tlie Potomac was the largest of the five skirting 
canals on the Potomac. To re-enter the river below The Great Falls, a channel had to be 
blasted through solid rock. Holes were bored by hand into the rock and filled with 
blasting powder, and fired. This cons·tituted one of the first uses of explosives in an 
American Engineering project. 

George Washington, early in his life, realized-the impo:i;-tance of the Potomac River as a 
route to the west. :Sefore tiie Revolutionar·y War lie was.active _in soliciting the interest 
of Virginia and Maryland legislators in a canal venture, and he was successful in securing 
the passage of an act in Virginia in 1772 for improving the Potomac. Due largely to 
Washington's influence, the legislators of Maryland and Virginia passed laws incorporating 
the Patowmack Company in 1784; W-ashington ·Senred as the Company•s first president. Shares 
in the Patowmack Company were 5old to suI:iscrioers. Although the country was in a period 
of financial stress, tlie stock was· quickly taken with a large number of Alexandria 
residents participating. Tiie states of Maryland-and Virginia originally purchased 50 
shares each, and by 1821 Virginia fiad 70 ·shares and Maryland held 220. These states 
purchased almost halr of the 701 snares sf. tlie .Patowrnack Company, a sizable investment 
during a period when states did not promote.extensive public works. The Patowmack 
Company's venture was one of the first state financed internal improvements in the USA. 

Work on the canal began in 1785 and was completed in 1802, under the direction of several 
canal engineers_, John Rumsey appears to have Eeen the principal engineer. The Patowmack 
Company was a financial failure; however, ·it-is significant for its early recognition of 
the need for an effective means of transportation Eetween the east and west, and the 
develupiliBut of canal building in tlie United ~tates. 

On August 15, 1826, the.I:iankrupt Patowmack.Canal Company dissolved and its charter and 
r-'i its charter and official papers passed· to tlie Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company. 
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The town of Matildaville was a speculative venture to parallel the development of the 
Patov.'l!lack. Canal at The Great Falls·. In a letter of 'February 13, 1789, to Thomas Jefferson 
George Washington stated, n .... I conceive tliat place Ifuture town site] must become very 
valuahle ••• I cannot entertain a doubt of tlie establislunent of a town in that place. 11 The 
estahlishment of tlie town was financially undertaken by General Henry ("Light Horse Harry" 
Lee, w:ho obtained a charter for tlie 40 acre townsite from the Virginia Assembly in 1790. 

Lee. and hi_s business- associates lioped tliat 11atildaville would grow into an important 
industri_al center in which surplus water- from tlie canal could be used for power. With the 
failure. of the PatoW.IPack Canal at The Great Falls, Matildaville lost its economic base and 
cea,s.ed to functi.on as- a community, never realizing the expectations of Lee and the other 
~ny~tQl;"S .• 

The Patowmack.. Canal at Tlie Great 'Falls survives' today as an example of the Patowmack 
Coiµpany's pioneering canal venture in tlie United States. Although it, and the various 
st;;-ucttn::es associ:ated with. it, are in ruins, they still constitute significant remains 
o"f; early canal technology and represent commercial speculation by individuals and states 
thn.t IJ1arked l!lUCh_of the nation's growth. 
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The records of the Potomac Company, deposited at the 

~ational Archives, are the main source of manuscript material. 

Unfortuna t.e ly, the records are incomplete and the bui k of those 

available relate chiefly to finances. With only few exceptions, 

however, the minutes of meetings of the Company pTesidents and 

directors and ineeti.ngs of stockholders have been preserved. 

There \\'as o:- .! annual meeting of directors und stockholders held 

in August, 1nd many special meetings during the year. These 

minutes provide :iractically all the information that is available 

about construction activities, 1785 through 1828. Also useful 

arc some letters sent and received by Company officials, reports 

of the president and directors to the stockholders, other reports, 

memoranda, lists, printed doc~~ents, and the like, classified in 

-
the Archives as Correspondence and Reports. 

Internal evidence suggests that the Company superintendents 

and engineers prepared detailed monthly and bi-annual reports. 

By a rare coincidence, almost all of these reports are missing. 

Printed primary sources: 

/..mer~cc:n State Papers, Washington, D. C., 1834, Miscellaneous, II, 
1809-1823. 
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Fit:patrick, John C., editor, The Writings of George Washington, 
Government Printing Office, 1931-1944. 39 vol3; The Dia..""'1.es of 
George Washir.3tor:, Houghton Mifflin Company, New York, 1925, 
4 vols. 1nese two sJurces are the best for background infor.na
tion on the o·tganiz~tion of the Potomac Cotnpany and the first 
four years of cana ~. construction. 

flening, Wi lli:irn W:iller, The Statutes at Large; being a col.Zection 
of aii the L..-n.;s of Virginia, Richmond, 1323. 
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Loubleday, Pa1~ and Company, New York, 1906. 
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W~shington ?.nd :thers dealing with the Potomac project, from 
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and of cor:dtr:tctin,g Locks and sluictJs, Dublin, 1763. 

Encyclopedias: 

Enc'ic lopaedia Britannica, Edinburgh, 1 771 • l I. 

Harrper ' s Encyclopaedia of United Statss History, VII. 
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"The Potomac Can:il. " fllu!>trations from photographs tak~n April 
17, by Henry G. Wa2ne~·. 

General works: 
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BoJr<lmnn, Fo1 W., J ... , Canals, Henry Z. Wale!<, tnc., ~-:ew York, 
1959. 
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Macmillan Company, New York, 1914, I. 
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G. P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 1954. 
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"Diary of ~lrs. Willimn Thornton," Rcccrds of the Col:inbic Hiatorical 
Sodet'j, Washington, D. C., X. 

Gutheim, Frederick, 'i'f:e Potomac, Rinehart and Company, Inc., 
N~w York, 1949. 

H:tdfield, Charles, Introduair:g Cc::nat::J, Ernest Benn Limi tc<l, 
LonJon, 1955; The Car.al Age, Frederick A. rr;icger, New Ycrk, 
1969. 

Hulbert .. Archer Butler, "The Great American Canals," Hietoric 
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Or'l•• t Fulls Pnrk is locntotl ot tho intorsectton of Vo. 
1 !)3 (Gnoruetown Piko) ond Vo. 730 (Old Dominion 
Dr!ve) In Groat Folls. V1tg1nla. It Is edmlnil\ered by 
the fJnticnol Park Sorvlc'l, U.S. Oop1trtmont of the 
lnteri<'r. Addro11 Inquiries to tho Superintendont, 
Goorgo Washington Memo• i11I Porkwny. rurkey 
Oun rorlr, Meleen, VA 22101 ; tlr to Greet Fells 
Pnrk, !l200 O!tl Dominion Orlvo, Great Falla. VA 
220G6. Tclophonu 703-7!'.>9-2916. 
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As thn Nation's principal con::nrvatlon ·aooncy, the :! 
Ocpcrtmo,,t of tho Interior ho:: rosponsilllllly for ti 
most of our notlonslly ownod public lomts and na· iJ 
t~ral re'Sourcos. Thi! includos fostering the wisest · I 

• use of our 11nd ilnd water resources, protf'Ctin{l our . ~J 
fi sh ond wlldllfo. pro!>ervlng tho on11iro11montal and ~.~ 

cult11rol vuluos of our notlonnl pl'rks 011d hlatorlca~ I 
plocos, ond provlrli11g for tho enjoymo11t of llfe . Jr •. 1,· 
through outdoor rocr eatlon. Tho Oepertmont llG

''"\<:es our onorgy anti minor al rosourcos and works ·' 
!~ tn os::uro tJ.nt their do11ol1>pmnnt 11 In tho bo1t Inter·, • 
.::j 

r.1.t:1 of 1111 our pcoplt?· Tho Ooportment ftl•o hne a 
mnjor nn pon1lbillty for Amodcon Indian reserve· • .~ 
lion cun1mu11itlos and for people who llvo In laland· ·,~. 
T'lrritorlcs under U.S. adminis tration. · 'I 

r.:11t1on11I Pork !lervke 
U.S. DEr,ARTMEl~T OF THE INTERIOR 
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Ft1lls Poi ·\, but It's reolly port of tho Chcsnpcnko & 
Ohio Canal National Historical Perk. To g'>t to tho 
Great Fells Tavern Visitor Center, toke e1dt 15. tho 
flrat beltway exit across the river In Maryland. 

HISTORICAL NOTES 
The lndlans rightly named the river Patowmeck, or 
tredlng place. The river WllS In constant harmony 
with their way of life. providing food, water, end an 
ooelly accessible transportation notwork. 

When the first Europeans settled In this area, they, 
too. saw the groat river as 11 trading piece. but one 
of even greater dimensions. They had the tools with 
which they could remove hazard• end make the 
rlvor navigable In Its entirety. 

As a young man, George Waahlngton 1urveyed the 
Potomac River end envisioned It ae 11 trade llnk with 
the west-the lends boyond the Appalachlans. He 
wanted to tie tho productive formlends of the Ohio 
Valley. where he eve,ntu11lly owned thouaands of 
acres. with the markets on the eastern seaboard. 
He proposed a sorles of five canals that would by· 
pass the unnavigable stretches of the river. In 1784 
the Patowmack Company wae formed with Waah
lngton Its first president. 

Construction began the next year end WllS not com
pleted until 1802. Tho canet et little Falla on the 
Maryland side of the river just above Georgetown 
11nd the one at Great Falla took tho longest time to 
build because thoy had to be fitted with locks which 
early American engineers had llttle experience In 
designing. Skirting canals were dug further upriver 
on tho Virginie side et Seneca Falls and at Harpers 
Ferry. At other rough-water places on the river the 
canal company simply dredged and cleared 11 path 
right'" the riverbed. 

with decllne came the town's demlH as a trade 
center. The town never reellzed Its orlglnal charter 
size of 17.2 hectares (43 ecres), but It did have an 
Inn, a forge, e grlstmlll end other out·bulldings. 

Although Washington's hope of uniting east and 
west by en Inland r'aterway was a practical Idea, hla 
hopes for the canal system fell ehort of their full 
dimensions. Orftstlc changes In the water level of 
the Potomac River brought about by floods or 
droughts would cloH the canals. But poor manage>
ment and a lock of operating capitol also corttrlb
uted to the Potowmeck Company's leek of tuccese. 
In 1828. the commercial right• to the Petowmack 
Company were aold to the Chesapeake & Ohio C• 
nel Company, which Wiii organtzed to build and 
operate a now canal on the Maryland aide of the 
river. This canal ovantually linked Cumberland and 
Georgetown In 11 continuous. closed-water system 
uneffocted by all but the most draatlc flooding of 
the Potomao River. By making tho lovel.of water in 
the canal constant, regardla.s of the river's height, 
the Chesapeake and Ohio Cenol surmounted the 
major problem of the old Petowmack Canel. 

The ahlftlng of praHure1 In the earth end the cool
ing of certain aectlone of the earth's aurfece causod 
an vpllft, end the Appelechlen Mountains wore 
formod. Afterthla upheaval, approxlmetely 180 mil
lion yeora ego, rain end aurface water flowed down 
tho mountains and through the Piedmont soctlons 
toward the Atlentlc Ocean. One of the rivers thus 
formed was the Potomac. 

A vcrlety of plants end enlmals llve elong the banks 
of the river and In swamps and upland forests of the 
park. Here ore found tho pawpow trooa, whose od· 
lblo fruit nourished Lewie and Clark In their Journey 
to the Pacific Ocean: the rare tralllng arbutus, 
whose dah•ty pink flower Is like 11 tre111ure to ell 
who find It; and the beaver, nature's own clvll on
glnoer. Hore, too. ere the wood duck, tho orb-weavo 
aplder, the muskrat, tho broodwlng hawk, the red 
fox, the white-tailed deer, and the box turtle, which 
travels no farther In 11 lifetime than humans do on 
foot In a day. Take your time and look around: 
you're bound to find other forms of plant and anl· 
m11 llfe tiere at Greet Falls. 





Patowmack Canal at Great Falls 
.Pairfax County, Virgin.la 
LCS Photo, !'{CR 
Locks !! 3, 4, 5, looking away from 
the riye:i;-

Patowmack Canal at f;reat Falls 
Pairfax County, Virginia 
L.c.s. Photo 
View of watered portion o:I; the canal above 
Y~~:{.Jo:t;"& Cente,;-

Patowmack Canal at Great Palls 
Fairfax County, Virginia 
LCS Photo, NCR 
Dickev's Inn £rom ruin.a 0£ 
MatUdayille. 

Patmvm.ack Canal at Great "F'alls 
Fairfax County, Virginia 
Lock f! 1 
LCS Photo, NCR 
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Pa towmack Canal at r.rea t i;"alls 
l-"airfax County, Virginia 
Locl< I! 1 

Patowmact< Canal at Great 'Falls 
Fairfax County, Vir_ginia 
Lock fl . 2 

Patowmack Canal at Great Falls 
Fairfax County, Virginia 
Locks fl 3,4,S, l ooking toward 
the .river 
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