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Introduction 

The story of the building of the Rideau Canal is one 

which has fascinated all those who have studied this amazing 

engineering feat over the past 150 years. More recently, 

attention has come to focus on the working and living 

conditions of the thousands of labourers who constructed the 

locks and dams along the route of the canal. This focus 

represents two trends, the first, general and the second, 

more particular and immediate. Firstly, the concentration 

on the working lives of the Rideau Canal builders is 

indicative of a trend in North American historiography which 

has attempted to rescue the "little guy" from the margins of 

history and to study the lives of working class people in 

and of themselves. Secondly, this emphasis is a direct 

result of Parks Canada's desire to present meaningful 

interpretive diaplays on the lives of the builders of the 

Rideau Canal to its visitors. The majority of the work 

available at present on the Rideau construction labourers 

received its impetus from Parks research, but the results of 

this research can easily be placed within the wider 

framework of contemporary labour history. 
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The plight of the Rideau Canal labourers was first 

given rigorous attention by H. Clare Pentland in his 1960 

Ph.D thesis, recently published as Labour and Capital in 

Canada, 1650-1860.1 While Pentland overemphasizes the 

number of Irish Catholics working on the canal (he states 

they were clearly in the majority^), his analysis of 

immigration as creating the conditions necessary for a wage 

labour market in Canada is cogent. Prior to the 

commencement of construction on the Rideau in 1826 there was 

a chronic lack of itinerant wage labourers from which to 

draw the thousands of workers needed for its completion. 

The heavy influx of immigrants from the British Isles in the 

late 1820's and the early 1830's provided a major source of 

wage labour for. the canal. The Irish Catholics, being the 

most raucous and unruly of the immigrant groups, gained a 

reputation which easily exceeded their numbers. Pentland 

also drew on contemporary sources, such as John Mactaggart's 

Three Years in Canada, to illustrate the arduous and 

miserable conditions which confronted those who made their 

way to the works and which were responsible for the loss of 

many lives through accident and disease. 

The first major work on the Rideau Canal labourers to 

appear under the auspices of Parks Canada was that produced 

in 1976 by Edward Bush entitled The Builders of the Rideau 

Canal, 1826-32.3 Bush's work focuses on the working lives 
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of the military and civilian labourers and artisans involved 

in the construction. He provides numerous biographical 

sketches of military personnel, contractors and 

miscellaneous figures as well as a wealth of appendices and 

illustrative materials upon which further research could be 

built. Bush was also among the first to question Pentland's 

assertion that Irish Catholics predominated in the building 

of the canal. Using contractors' work sheets, Bush was able 

to show that contractors who had previously been based in 

Lower Canada continued to rely upon French-Canadians to 

supply the majority of their work forces at sites along the 

Rideau Canal.4 While an exact distribution of numbers 

among ethnic groups employed on the canal will probably 

never be known, Bush's statistics were a necessary 

corrective to the notion of Irish-Catholic predomination 

among labourers on the canal. 

The work which grew directly out of Bush's pioneering 

effort was a report by William N.T. Wylie entitled 

"Transience and Poverty: A Study of the Rideau Canal 

Construction Workers, 1826-32".^ Utilizing several 

collections of primary documents, Wylie endeavours to look 

more closely at the material conditions which impinged on 

the daily lives of the canal labourers and how they reacted 

to such conditions. Through the use of a selection of 

secondary sources dealing with early nineteenth-century 
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labour and canal construction in North America, he is able 

to place the Rideau Canal labourers in a wider framework 

than simply the wilderness interior of eastern Upper Canada. 

Wylie also includes a chapter on worker unrest and 

organization, an area which had generally been overlooked by 

historians of the canal. A version of his report later 

appeared as an article in Labour/Le Travailleur, the only 

academic journal in Canada devoted solely to labour 

history.° 

Katherine McKenna's report on Newboro is unique among 

the studies of canal labourers in that it was to be utilized 

for archaeological as well as interpretive purposes at a 

single site. ' The report serves to remind us that 

conditions were not necessarily uniform along the canal. 

The lack of a reliable contractor at the Isthmus site and 

the severity of malarial outbreaks produced particularly 

harsh and unpredictable conditions for the labourers at 

Newboro. McKenna introduces a new element into the study of 

the living conditions of the Rideau Canal labourers when she 

attempts to determine to what extent the workers brought 

their wives and families to the wilderness interior site. 

If the historian of the Rideau is apt to think that the 

common labourers appear to be the invisible movers behind 

the building of the canal, their families become virtually 

inanimate among the relevant historical records and any 



attempt to bring them alive cannot help but add to- our 

understanding of the construction period. 

Another study which has proven useful to Rideau Canal 

historians is Dianne Patychuk's B.A. honours thesis dealing 

with malaria on the Rideau. ® To most Canadians today 

malaria conjures up images of tropical forest and mosquito 

nets and they find it hard to envisage it ravaging the 

rolling countryside through which the Rideau winds. 

Patychuk does a commendable job of tracing the disease's 

origins as well as its villainous yearly visits to the 

Cataraqui sector of the canal and provides us with detailed 

statistics on the number of men affected and their rank. 

Rampant disease introduced a new problem which the military 

minds behind the project did not anticipate and Patychuk 

attributes, perhaps unfairly, ulterior motives to the health 

care system which they devised for the canal. It is true 

that fewer military men died and that they were probably 

cared for when sick, but that is not to say that Colonel By 

and the Ordnance Department were indifferent to the lives of 

the thousands of labourers who struggled along the canal. 

Day labourers employed by the military were eventually 

afforded the same system of medical treatment as was in 

effect for members of the military. The primary reason an 

equivalent system was not extended to cover contractors' 

labourers was that no stipulation for it had been made in 
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the original contracts and any attempt to introduce such a 

provision would only have led to a series of litigations. 

Patychuk is quite correct in pointing out that a hierarchy 

did exist among those employed on the canal and it will be 

seen it extended to several areas besides that of health 

care. 

The latest, and perhaps most complete, study to appear 

on Rideau Canal labourers is a chapter in a forthcoming book 

on dam building along the Rideau by Robert Passfield. 

Passfield brings to this study years of exhaustive research 

an an extensive knowledge of the Rideau Canal construction 

period. As does Wylie, Passfield places the recruitment of 

labour in a national and international framework and focuses 

special attention on the poor condition of many immigrants, 

especially the Irish, when they arrived on the canal. Their 

physical condition was only made worse in the early years of 

construction through severe weather and the problems of 

provisioning such a massive work force in a wilderness 

region. Passfield places less emphasis on the worker unrest 

of 1827 than does Wylie and contends that By was ultimately 

successful in conciliating the Irish to the system which 

prevailed on the canal. He is correct in that strikes and 

confrontations were few and far between after 1827, but the 

numbers of Irish labourers who flocked to the works and 

drifted away almost as quickly suggests there was a hefty 
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proportion who had not become conciliated to working life on 

the Rideau at all. 

The report which follows has had the immeasureable 

benefit of being able to incorporate the findings of the 

above studies with the research undertaken for this project. 

The project grew out of recommendations made by Bill Wylie 

concerning collections he had briefly canvassed and thought 

were worth pursuing. These included two collections at the 

Public Archives of Canada - the Philemon Wright and Family 

papers, and the Christie papers in the Hill Collection. 

Philemon Wright was the founder of Hull and by the time 

construction began on the Rideau, he had created a bustling 

community of 800 based on agriculture and lumbering. The 

family's firm played an integral role in the building of the 

canal both as major contractors and as suppliers to the 

military and other contractors. Their business records and 

correspondence provide a wealth of information about 

labourers and provisioning during the construction period 

and form the basis of much of the following report. Dr. 

A.J. Christie is probably best remembered as the editor of 

Bytown Gazette in its fledging years, but he was also 

involved in a medical capacity on the Rideau Canal. As 

assistant to the medical staff corps, Christie was 

responsible for attending labourers employed by both the 

military and contractors. A series of monthly medical 
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reports for 1827 which he submitted to Colonel By provide an 

illuminating glimpse at the ailments which inflicted the 

workers on a day to day basis. 

The other two collections which formed the basis of 

this report were the Redpath papers located in the McCord 

Museum in Montreal, and a miscellaneous collection of papers 

relating to the contractors Rykert and Simpson located in 

the Parks Canada Realty Division, Hull, Quebec. John 

Redpath was the contractor for the massive works at Jones 

Falls and while his business records were not as 

meticulously kept as those of the Wright's, they do provide 

useful information on the number of workers employed and the 

wage rates they received. His records also show that he 

kept a "company store" from which he sold provisions to his 

workers, often at highly inflated prices. Rykert and 

Simpson were the principal contractors for the Smiths Falls 

site. The papers found at the Realty Division were 

collected for a trial between Rykert and Simpson and the 

King for unpaid wages, which the contractors lost. They 

include names and occupations of labourers and artisans 

employed and the wages they received. 

The direction of the report was obviously determined by 

what was found in the source material. Since the great bulk 

of the records canvassed were those of contractors involved 

in the construction process, the report leans towards a 
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study of contractors' labourers rather than those who were 

employed by the military. Much has been made of the 

efficient supply system set up by Colonel By and the 

Ordnance Department but the fact remains that most 

contractors were left to recruit and supply their own labour 

forces. With over 25 contractors involved in the 

construction, the problems of such a supply system were 

numerous and an individual contractor's ability to overcome 

them often determined, whether they succeeded or not. The 

labourers who found their way to the Rideau interior were 

not particularly patient and any delays in paying their 

wages or even satisfying their voracious appetities often 

sent them off in search of work elsewhere. 

The first chapter of the report deals with . the 

recruitment process involving labourers. After the first 

year, contractors usually had little problem in finding 

workers (except for certain skilled trades, particularly 

masons) because of a steady flow of immigrants and French-

Canadians from Lower Canada. Wages were a major inducement 

for workers coming to the Rideau, and their relationship 

with working conditions will be probed in the second part of 

the chapter. Finally, an attempt will be made to explain 

the high rates of transiency among the Rideau labourers. 

The second chapter looks at the system of provisioning 

the work force set up in the wilderness of eastern Upper 



Canada. An intricate regional network of supply existed 

which worked well for the most part but also often broke 

down leaving workers without food and contractors without 

building supplies. The final chapter deals with sickness 

and health care and attempts to look beyond the well 

documented ravages of malaria to the day to day ailments 

which affected the labourers. The ability of authorities -

including the medical profession - to deal with the ever 

present sickness will also be examined. 

This report is by no means meant to be the last word on 

the Rideau Canal construction workers, but simply attempts 

to augment the findings of previous researchers. Taken 

together, the collected works of the Rideau labourers 

illustrate how the otherwise invisible lives of a labouring 

class can be at least partially recreated. We do not yet 

know all that we would like to about the thousands of men 

and women responsible for building one of the great 

engineering achievements of the nineteenth century, nor are 

we likely to. But it is hoped that this report will 

contribute something of value to this small, but important, 

chapter of Canadian history. 
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Suggestions for Further Research 

The possibilities for further research on the Rideau 

Canal labourers appear to be fairly limited. The research 

for the report entitled "Supplying the Rideau: Workers, 

Provisions and Health Care During the Construction of the 

Rideau Canal, 1826-32" was limited to four collections of 

primary documents and several secondary sources. The 

recently completed chapter by Bob Passfield on canal 

labourers incorporates much of the previous research done on 

the subject as well as presenting a great deal of new 

research. It should prove to be most useful for 

interpretive purposes. 

Of the collections used for this report, the Wright 

papers contain the greatest possibilities for further 

research. Wright's contracts on the Rideau were essentially 

only a sidelight to his more lucrative business in timber 

and agriculture. His employees appear to have circulated 

quite freely among the various aspects of Wright's 

operations and it may be of some value to undertake a wider 

study of the Wright family's business endeavours. This 

could perhaps help to determine to what extent canal 

labourers remained in the area after the completion of 

construction. Studies of townships through which the Rideau 

passes might also be useful in ths respect. Bruce Elliott 
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of Queen's University is currently undertaking a study of 

March Township and may be of some help on the subject. 

The other area in which there may be possibilities of 

further research involves comparing the experience of Rideau 

Canal labourers with that of other canal labourers during 

the 1830's and 1840's. This may extend beyond Parks 

Canada's mandate, but cooperative efforts with other 

historians, such as Ruth Bleasdale of Dalhousie University 

may prove fruitful. 

Finally, the question of family life during the 

construction period is one which deserves more attention. 

Research material for such a study may be quite limited, but 

the comparison of employment records with later census data 

or militia returns might prove useful. The Wright papers 

contain a good deal of correspondence with some of the 

firm's employees which sheds some light on this question. 



CHAPTER I The Supply Line: Labour 

I: Recruiting for the Rideau 

The first major logistical problem faced by Colonel By as 

Superintending Engineer of the Rideau Canal project was the 

mobilization of the largest single work force yet to be assembled 

in British North America. In the first year of construction By 

envisaged a workforce of 6,000 toiling between Bytown and 

Kingston, with at least 1,000 of those being highly skilled 

craftsmen. The obstacles to enticing such a large number of men 

to the backwoods of Upper Canada seemed formidable. The area was 

heavily wooded, swampy and of questionable agricultural value 

should workers view employment on the canal as an avenue to 

permanent settlement. The ready availability of land elsewhere 

in Upper Canada easily absorbed the influx of immigrants and a 

serious labour scarcity, especially of skilled tradesmen, existed 

in the province. The urban centres of Upper Canada could hardly 

offer the prospect of fulfilling By's quota as the largest, 

Kingston, had a population of only 2,849, and the next largest, 

2 . . . 
York (Toronto), boasted 1,677. The Lower Canadian communities 

3 of Montreal (22,357) and Quebec City (22,101) seemed more 

promising, especially given their position as burgeoning 

immigration centres. Bytown (Ottawa) was known as Richmond's 

Landing in 182 6 and consisted of a few scattered buildings and a 

storehouse which serviced the military settlements inland and the 

4 lumbering community of the Ottawa Valley. More prominent in the 

lumber trade was the bustling community of Wright's Town (Hull) 

1 



across the Ottawa River from the future site of Bytown. It 

boasted a population of 800 whose activities were centred around 

the varied business endeavours of Philemon Wright, the town's 

founder. 

Two major factors were to ensure that a labour force large 

enough to carry out the enormous workload associated with the 

Rideau existed by the late 1820's. The first of these involved 

the dramatic increases in immigration from the British Isles 

after 1815 and a population crisis in Lower Canada during the 

same period which forced many young French-Canadians off the 

lands into the cities looking for work. 

When the idea of constructing a canal through the wilderness 

of Upper Canada was first contemplated following the War of 1812, 

the British government foresaw the difficulties of providing the 

workforce for such a project. It subsequently initiated a 

government-assisted immigration scheme to encourage discharged 

soldiers and British immigrants to settle in the vast wilderness 

area north of the Rideau River. The first military settlements 

were founded deep in the bush on tributaries of the Rideau River, 

at Perth on the Tay River in 1816, and at Richmond on the Jacques 

7 . . . . . . 

River in 1818. Economic conditions in Great Britain and Ireland 

following the Napoleonic Wars also contributed to the increasing 

flow of emigrants to North /America. With farm labourers being 

pushed off the land and the once proud textile industry in 

serious decline in Scotland and Ireland, hordes of landless 

labourers and unemployed artisans sought passage to America. The 

Colonial Office under Lord Bathurst initiated a programme whereby 
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