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Historical Significance 

A State Commission was appointed to explore foundry roads and rivers. The last 50 miles 

of the Susquehanna River to the bay was too rocky. It required 30-40 men pulling the 

boats. In 1792, a contract was made between the State and the Conewago Canal 

Company to build a canal. The locks were opened in 1797 by the Governor. This being the 

first canal to open in PA, it was the catalyst and model for hundreds of miles of canals 

which created tremendous economic growth locally and for the early State. One of the 

most notable events in the early history of internal improvements in PA was the opening of 

canals which inaugurated a great system of artificial navigation. The earliest canal was 

around Conewago Falls, on the west side of the Susquehanna River.  

Expanded Significance 

A PA Commission was appointed to view and explore foundry roads and waters. They 

were to review the Susquehanna River. Their report was given to the Governor and 

Legislatures in 1791. In 1792, a contract was made between the State and the Conewago 

Canal Company, PA investors led by Robert Morris, to build the canal. James Brindley was 

the engineer.  

The last 50 miles of the Susquehanna to Chesapeake Bay was too fast, shallow, and 

rocky. It required 30-40 men most of the day, with the process required jumping from rock 

to rock, pulling the boats. Until the completion of the Canal, most boats stopped at 

Middletown, unloading cargoes for shipment to Philadelphia over 100 miles of poor roads. 

With this faster efficient travel, shipping barrels of flour was less expensive than shipping 

unmill loads of wheat. The first boat through the canal reached Baltimore docks for export 

in record time. This created a boom in industrial and agricultural growth not only locally but 

also for western and northern Pa.  

The Conewago locks were opened in 1797 with the review by Governor Mifflin. The year 

the Canal totally stopped being used is not recorded. There are Canal accounting books 

up to 1815. Phineas Davis’s Codorus steamboat was wintered at the canal, in 1826. It is 

shown on an 1827 PA Archive map. Joshua Scott map of Lancaster County of 1858 shows 

the layout of the canal. Vessels "in the shape of an ark" were beginning to successfully 

pass over the Conewago Falls even before the canal was open. The Hopkin’s Canal was 

built on the shore opposite in 1819. By 1850, steam engine locomotives with sufficient 

power to move freight began displacing canals as the preferred method of transportation. 

In 1885, the York Haven Paper Company use the canal headrace for its water turbines with 

the 1901 York Haven Hydropower (one of the oldest still operating plant) to produce 

electricity power to industries in PA.  

This being the first canal to open in PA, it was the catalyst and model for hundreds of miles 

of canals which caused tremendous economic growth for the early State.  



“And whereas a contract and articles of agreement were made and entered into on the 

third day of July, in the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and ninety-two, 

between Thomas Mifflin, Governor of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania, on behalf of the 

state, of the one part, and Robert Morris, William Smith, Walter Stewart, Samuel Meredith, 

John , Francis, John Nicholson, John Donaldson, Samuel Miles, Timothy Matlack, David 

Rittenhouse, Samuel Powel, Alexander James Dallas, William Bingham, Henry Miller, 

Abraham and Robert Harris, all of the state of Pennsylvania, of the other part, as a 

company, by the name of The Conewago company, for opening and improving that part of 

the river Susquehanna, from Wright's ferry to the mouth of Swatara creek, inclusive, 

agreeably to the true intent, meaning and design of the Legislature, whereby the said 

Robert Morris and others, as a company, and each of them, did agree, undertake, and 

contract, to and with the said Thomas Mifflin, and his successors, Governors of the said 

commonwealth, that they, the said company, will well and truly open and improve the 

navigation of the said river Susquehanna, between Wright's ferry and the mouth of 

Swatara aforesaid, agreeably to the true intention of the Legislature, in the manner set 

forth in the said contract, reference being thereto had at large; and, particularly, that at the 

Conewago falls they will cut, establish and a canal, of a sufficient and convenient width, 

not less than forty feet, of a length sufficient to pass and extend beyond all obstructions 

created in the navigation of the said river by means of the said Conewago Falls and of a 

depth sufficient at all times to contain and convey, through the whole distance of the said 

canal, a body of water, at least four feet deep; and that they will also erect and maintain on 

the said canal a sufficient number of safe and commodious locks, not less than two, for the 

benefit of navigation; and that the said canal and locks, and the works thereunto 

belonging, shall be forever kept and maintained in good and perfect order and repair, by 

them, they said contractors, their heirs, executors, administrators, and assigns, at the 

proper cost of them, and every of them, and opened as a public highway and for public use 

forever, so that all persons whosoever, with boats, rafts, and other suitable vessels, and 

their freights, may thenceforth, at all seasons when the navigation of the said river 

Susquehanna is not rendered impracticable by ice, pass and repass in the said canal, and 

use and enjoy the benefit of the said locks, free of toll, and any and every other charge 

whatsoever, a freely as if the said canal and locks, were made and established by the 

public and duly declared by law to be a public highway.” 

 GERARDUS WYNKOOP, Speaker of the House of Representatives.  
SAMUEL POWEL, Speaker of the Senate.  
THOMAS MIFFLIN, Governor of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  
Approved, April the tenth, 1793. 
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Zachariah Poulson, Junior, number eighty, Chestnut-Street.,●MDCCXCV. [1795] 
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“They will cut, establish and maintain a canal, of a sufficient and convenient width, not less 

than forty feet, of a length sufficient to pass and extend beyond all obstructions created in 

the navigation of the said river by means of the said Conewago falls, and of a depth 

sufficient; at all times to contain and convey, through the whole distance of the said canal, 

a body of water, at lead four feet deep; and that they will also erect and maintain on the 

said canal a sufficient number of safe and commodious locks, not less than two, for the 

benefit of navigation; and that the said canal and locks, and the works thereunto 

belonging, Shall be forever kept and maintained in good and prefect order and repair, by 

them, the contractors.” Page 3,4 The Act for Incorporating the Company 

“In the year 1789, among the Commissioners appointed to view and explore foundry roads 

and waters in different parts of the state; Samuel Boyd, Bartram Galbraith and Thomas 

Ruling, were commissioned by the President and supreme executive Council to view and 

explore the Susquehanna and Juniata rivers, and ascertain the expenses, in their opinion, 

necessary for removing the different obstructions in said rivers; and made their Report as 

follows, so far as respects that part of Susquehanna (including the Conewago Falls) from 

the mouth of Swatara to Wright's ferry.” Page 1 Account of  

“This report being communicated by the Governor to the Legislature, an appropriation was 

made, April 13th,1791. For Susquehanna from Wright's ferry to the mouth of Swatara 

creek inclusive, falling of the estimate, and no provision was made for the purchase of the 

ground, (about a mile in length) necessary for the Canal. This expenses it seems had 

escaped the notice of the Commissioners as well as the Legislature, in their eliminate, on 

the plan of a Canal to be dug along shore, clear of the bed of the river; for in that case 

considerable trespass must in foundry places be made upon the adjacent ground, dividing 

the 19 Feet Fall equally through the whole length : Or probably it was considered as a 

matter of course, that the Legislature would provide the means for obtaining the ground, 

either by contact with the owners, or by condemning the fame by a jury, according to law.” 

Page 2,3 Account of the Conewago Canal 

“1. It is one mile in length, wanting a few perches. 2. It is everywhere 40 feet in width, at 

bottom, and 4 feet deep, in some places more, when filled only within 20 inches of the top 

of its banks or towing-path; all which is completely agreeable to the contract. 3. The locks 

are indeed a grand work, constructed in the most masterly manner, of the soft; solid 

materials, brick and hewn stone. The two locks at the lower end are 80 feet each in length, 

and 12 feet in breadth or width, and in the lowed state of the river three feet fix inches in 

depth, over the main fills of each lock gate.” Page 13 Account of the Conewago Canal 

WILLIAM YOUNG, Bookseller, No. 52, Second Street, Corner of Chestnut Street, 

PHILADELPHIA 1778 University of Pittsburgh Library DAR RM TC625 C7A1 
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James Brindley 1795 
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“The Conewago Canal Company was founded in 1792 by a group of seventeen 

Pennsylvanian investors led by Robert Morris on the Susquehanna River at Conewago 

Falls Pennsylvania. Other founders included William Bingham, Alexander James Dallas, 

John Donaldman, Tench Francis, Henry Miller, Timothy Matlack, Samuel Meredith, and 

William Smith. The proposal to build a canal stemmed from the realization that the growth 

of commerce and industry and the opening of the western lands depended upon the 

making of improvements in roads and inland navigation. The Conewago Canal was the 

first venture of its kind to have the support of the State Legislature.”  

.https://www.nypl.org/sites/default/files/archivalcollections/pdf/conewagocanal.pdf  

 

 

 

Scott Joshua 1858 
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Canal Currents Issue 057 Winter 1982 pages 4-5 

 

 
 



 



 

  



 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conewago_Canal 

Because of the state's underlying geology, the Susquehanna River and its tributaries 

above Conewago Falls were more navigable than the lower river. Upstream, keelboats and 

Durham boats could transport cargo on these streams, but the Susquehanna's last 50 

miles (80 km) or so to the Chesapeake Bay were fast, shallow, and rocky. Until the 

completion of the Conewago Canal, most boats stopped at Middletown, unloading cargoes 

of lumber, wheat, and iron for shipment to Philadelphia over 100 miles (161 km) of poor 

road. Middletown, on the east bank of the river, and York Haven on the west bank became 

important flour milling centers because shipping barrels of flour in wagons from the 

Susquehanna Valley to Philadelphia or Baltimore was less expensive than shipping unmill 

loads of wheat. In 1791, the Pennsylvania legislature authorized funds to improve 

navigation on the Susquehanna River above Columbia to enhance trade to and from 

Philadelphia. Though privately funded, the Conewago Canal became part of these general 

plans. Livingood, James Weston (1970). The Philadelphia-Baltimore Trade Rivalry, 1780–

1860. Philadelphia: Ayer Publishing. pp. 28–31.   
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“History of York County PA” Volume I George R Prowell 1907 
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