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Abstract 

The main purpose of a canal is to serve navigation, whether its 
users be military transport, cargo or passenger vessels, or merely 
pleasure craft. The historian almost invariably approaches the life story 
of a canal by tracing its structural development and, of course, its 
record of service throughout its existence. 

But what of the people who, in good times and bad, were 
responsible for the efficient operation of the canal? What is known 
about the successive generations of men who, over the decades, 
devoted their energies to this task in various operational and 
administrative capacities? These are the questions that prompted a 
study of the Richelieu canals work force. The workmen who built the 
Chambly Canal and the Saint-Ours lock have been deliberately excluded 
from this study in order to focus attention upon the people who were 
directly or indirectly involved in the operation of these facilities. What 
were their actual duties? Their living and working conditions? How 
were they affected by the political, economic and administrative 
upheavals that marked the second half of the 19th century and the first 
half of the 20th? 

Unpublished administrative documents and interviews with former 
employees of the Chambly Canal have provided answers to many of these 
long-standing questions. 

Submitted for publication 1980, by P.-André Sévigny, Historical 
Research Section, Quebec Regional Office, Parks Canada. 

U 



Preface 

The study of the Richelieu canals work force is part of a research 
program which for several years has been examining the history of the 
canals. Sandra Gillis initiated the project in 1975 with a report on the 
structural history of the Chambly Canal locks. Three years later, in 
1978, I completed a study of the commercial use of this canal from 18*3 
to 1960. 

The research report now presented in a sense breaks new ground in 
that it not only deals with the broad area of social history, but for the 
first time includes the Saint-Ours lock with the Chambly Canal. In 
addition to providing a very useful basis for comparison, the structure 
long regarded as "the tenth lock in the Chambly Canal" is shown here to 
possess certain distinctive features that merit further specific research. 

I received considerable assistance in my research on the work force 
of the Richelieu canals. Special mention should be made of the 
contributions made by present and former colleagues, in particular: 
Normand Lafrenière, historian of the Ottawa River canals, who had 
earlier undertaken a study of the social history of the Chambly Canal; 
Louise-Andrée Hardy, whose interviews with former Chambly Canal 
employees in 1975 were of invaluable assistance; and Marie-Claire 
Dufresne, who was unfailingly helpful in the role of research assistant. 
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1 The Quebec canal system in 1867. The map shows the location of the Richelieu River in 
relation to the St. Lawrence and Lake Champlain. It also indicates the location of the Richelieu 
canals. (Canada. Department of Public Works, General Report of the Commissioner of Public 
Works, for the Year Ending 30th June, 1867 [Ottawa: Hunter, Rose & Co., 1868], Map 5.) 
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Introduction 

Social history has for some time been gaining favour with the 
reading public and with researchers in Quebec and elsewhere in Canada. 
Largely as a result of the interplay of supply and demand, traditional 
history, with its focus upon title and rank, has gradually given way to 
reconstruction of the day-to-day lives of the unsung, ordinary people of 
bygone years. 

The study conducted for over a year on the work force of the 
Richelieu canals was prompted, of course, by my own interest and that 
of the Parks Canada Historical Research Section in this type of history. 
Its first objective was to reconstruct the working and living conditions of 
the employees assigned to the daily operation of the Richelieu canals. 
First the various duties and responsibilities associated with the operation 
of the canals over the years were determined; then the status, working 
conditions, benefits and obligations of the workers were examined, with 
particular attention to the effects upon their lives of periods of 
economic crisis, war and political unrest. 

The study included a further dimension in that it covered, in 
addition to the manual workers, the employees responsible for the local 
administration of the Richelieu canals, at Chambly, Saint-dean and 
Saint-Ours, and for the regional and national management of these 
facilities. A knowledge of the organizational structure of the canals, the 
decision-making process and the various levels of responsibility was 
essential in order to produce an accurate portrait of the rank-and-file 
employees and their working conditions. The exercise also provided an 
opportunity to look at the situation of the local government officials and 
the office workers, whose interesting but little-known history offered a 
useful comparison with that of the manual workers. 

However, research in the field of labour history calls for more than 
willingness; there must be access to reference material that will answer 
at least some of the researcher's questions. In addition to archival 
records, we were fortunate enough to find the administrative letterbooks 
relating to the Quebec canals. This collection, which covers the period 
1852 to 1920, includes copies of all the letters written by the superin
tending engineer of the canals, whose office was in Montreal. The 
continuing series of questions and answers running through the letters 
tells a good deal about the living and working conditions of the canal 
employees during this period. 

The discontinuance of this source in 1920 was compensated for at 
least in part by the more than a dozen interviews carried out in 1975 by 
a Parks Canada colleague with various elderly people who had been 
associated, directly or indirectly, with the administration or operation of 
the Chambly Canal. The reminiscences of these witnesses, many of 
which went back to the First World War, helped bring to life the daily 
activities along the canal between Chambly and Saint-Jean during this 
latter period of its existence. 
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The study has been divided into chronological rather than thematic 
segments. There are advantages and disadvantages to both methods, but 
it seemed that a study covering more than a century of history should 
avoid restatement and repetition as much as possible and adopt a 
generally evolutive approach to the subject. The following report 
comprises six chapters. Only the first departs from the chronological 
format; it outlines, by way of a necessary preamble, the historiography 
of labour, with particular reference to the strong points and the 
weaknesses of previous studies. More precisely, an attempt has been 
made to situate this study of rural and blue-collar officialdom within the 
historical literature dealing with workers in Quebec and elsewhere in 
Canada. 

The actual chronological discussion of the subject begins with the 
second chapter. It covers only ten years, but these were characterized 
by inexperience and improvisation at all levels of the administration and 
operation of the canals. Chapter III describes the beginnings of a more 
organized administration that began to take shape between 1852 and 
1867. The years from 1867 to 1896, described in Chapter IV, were 
marked by a redefinition of structures and labour standards and a 
proliferation of duties, and also by a long series of economic crises. The 
uncertainties of employment on the canals are the theme of a fifth 
chapter; from 1896 to 1920, political partisanship, the aftermath of the 
economic recession and World War I seriously unsettled the working 
environment on the canals and the Civil Service Commission endeav
oured to restore some stability. A sixth and last chapter deals with the 
decline in commercial activity on the Richelieu and its effect on the 
workers; the years from 1920 to 1950, of course, brought the Great 
Depression and the Second World War, but in addition, the pernicious 
influence of political patronage continued to be felt from day to day. 

Like other investigative ventures into new territory, this study is 
neither exhaustive nor final. The world of the rural civil servant 
between 1850 and 1950 has been, for all practical purposes, an un
explored area until now. In such circumstances, this contribution can be 
only a partial one. There may, nevertheless, be certain aspects of the 
subject in which a deeper penetration will enable us to achieve a greater 
insight. This unevenness of treatment is obviously a function of the 
reference material, but it does serve to identify possible areas for 
further research. 
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Chapter I 
Historiography and the Search for a Context 

One result of the current interdisciplinary approach to research is 
an increasing tendency to limit the historian's role to a search for 
documentation. Occasionally there will be a magnanimous request that 
he go so far as to "study" a particular document. This narrow and 
arbitrary definition is based upon a misconception of the historian's 
fundamental task and upon a deliberate (and self-serving) failure to 
distinguish the end from the means. 

The written or otherwise recorded document is the instrument that 
enables the historian not merely to reconstruct the past accurately and 
objectively, but to gain an increasingly intimate understanding of partic
ular events. The spatial dimension is a recognized and accepted 
condition in all disciplines, but only to the historian is time, to the 
extent that it applies, an essential condition to the understanding of his 
subject, it is impossible to assess or interpret a particular event in 
human history without reference to earlier, concurrent or subsequent 
happenings. 

There are, of course, other disciplines — sociology and economics, 
for example — in which time is a necessary dimension; however, their 
concern is not to situate facts in their temporal context, but rather to 
develop models in which today's problems are set forth and resolved. In 
history, on the other hand, the dimensions of time and space are 
reconstituted in order to arrive at an understanding of events that 
occurred within them. 

Placing a historical subject in its proper context can in itself entail 
an enormous amount of research, particularly if the time and space 
dimensions of the subject are broad and if little previous work has been 
done in the particular field. Such was the case with this study of the 
Richelieu canals work force. Not only did it cover more than a century, 
but it also dealt with a new and complex area: labour history. 

In the absence of a definite context, therefore, the historiography 
had to provide an overview of the subject which would serve to some 
extent as a background to the study. It is an awkward expedient in 
several respects, as will be seen, and for this reason, in an attempt to 
compensate for its déficiences, comparative and contextual material has 
been used as much as possible. 

General Historical Background 

Although social history, particularly in the field of labour, has 
made tremendous strides in Canada, including Quebec, in recent years, it 
should be pointed out that this was a comparatively unexplored area of 
research some 15 or 20 years ago. Historians seemed especially 
disinclined to approach the subject. What was the reason? 
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